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“Itsuki,” Tokiwa called out, his voice filled with 
surprising sweetness, “You are mine.” 


$6 B auty is in the eye of the beholder,” so goes the old adage 
about art, And nowhere is this truer than in the relationship 
between Itsuki and Tokiwa. To everyone else, Itsuki is 
nothing more than a useless wallflower, but only Tokiwa 
can see that the man is actually a diamond-in-the-rough. 


It all began eight years ago, when amateur painter Itsuki 
Hashimoto and up-and-coming sculptor Masatsugu Tokiwa 
became friends through their love for art. But a few years 
later, family circumstances forced Itsuki to cut Tokiwa out 
of his life. Now, Itsuki is living a confined life as the “human 
pet” of Yamabe-sensei, Tokiwa’s former teacher. 


Can Tokiwa help Itsuki break free of his cage? Or has 
Itsuki become too much of a living “doll,” without a soul 
or freewill of his own? 
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Chapter 1 


For the first time, Itsuki Hashimoto would be 
able to see the house in real life. 

He'd been driving up the mountain for so long, 
the road now almost seemed flat to him. As he drove 
carefully through the heavy snow fall, Itsuki’s brow 
furrowed. The road looked old and cracked, edged with 
white lines that were mostly worn away. There was no 
space on the sides for walking, just thick green brush 
that ran into the forest. 

Did he already pass the house? Maybe the 
directions were wrong. Maybe it was that one over there. 
Maybe he completely missed it. 

Should he turn around and go back? 

Itsuki scanned the road ahead. It was impossible 
to see into the forest, but it was hard to believe a house 
could actually exist back there. 

Judging by the road signs, he was on the right 
track, and as the winding road continued, he decided to 
Push on to the mountain’s summit. 

Feeling a bit lost, Itsuki stepped on the accelerator. 
Suddenly, the road opened up before him. He couldn’t see 

the trees in the forest, but he could clearly see the 
Surrounding area. It looked like the land had once been 
Miee paddies, but had been neglected for quite some time. 
Only tall pale grass swayed there now. 
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In the middle of this scene, a mysterious 0); 
farmhouse appeared. Itsuki pulled over to the shoulde; 
double-checked his map, and breathed a sigh of relic! 

He'd driven the company car many times before 
but never by himself for two and a half hours. Sudden|y 
he realized how nervous he'd been. His fingers ached 
they gripped the steering wheel. Though it was freezing 
cold outside, his palms were sweaty and he knew ther 
that the bad weather wasn’t the only reason for his 
anxiety, 

Itsuki glanced in the rear-view mirror. As usual 
some of his long black hair had worked loose from hi: 
ponytail, He had started growing his hair eight years 
ago. Now it was all the way down his back, an unusual 
length for a man. But by now, he was used to beiny 
stared at in public, 

Though it might sound ridiculous to an outside: 
Itsuki’s employer wouldn’t let him cut his hair. Once 
month, Itsuki snipped off the ends, making sure his hai 
looked neat and tidy. 

As he fixed his ponytail in the mirror, Itsuki 
noticed that his face looked rather pinched. He adjusted 
his tie and stepped on the accelerator again. Turning o1) 
his blinkers, he entered the garden in front of the house 
He parked carefully, making sure not to block the R\ 
already parked there, then got out of the car with his 
briefcase. 

Only in the country would you find a garden 
this big, with so many different types of trees. Some 
were even taller than the house, and must have beer 
here before the owner had bought the place. Most of the 
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s had lost their leaves by now, and were 
we sc blanket of snow. The wintry landscape 
looked both desolate and beautiful. : 

After admiring the garden, Itsuki approached 
the front door, Standing under the eaves, he brushed 
the snow from his sleeves and rang the doorbell, which 
looked strangely new compared to the rest of the house. 

Itsuki waited, but no one answered. He rang 
the bell again, but he couldn’t hear it inside the house. 
Maybe the power was out. He glanced up at the wooden 
nameplate, crudely carved with the name “Masatsugu 
Tokiwa,” 

He suddenly recalled that the black RV was only 
dusted with snow. He thought back to the general store 
where he'd stopped for directions half an hour ago. 

“You're looking for Tokiwa, eh? The artist who 
lives on the mountain?” the shopkeeper had said. “Just 
drive all the way to the top. It’s a big house, you can’t 
miss it. If an RV's parked in the garden, someone should 
be home.” : 

The middle-aged shopkeeper had been surprised 
by Itsuki’s stylish appearance. . 

“Are you a man or a woman?” he inquired, 
looking at Itsuki with fascination. The area had once 

@ popular vacation spot, so the man was used to 
Strangers. Maybe that was why Tokiwa had built his 
Workshop here. 

Should I just turn back? Itsuki wondered. 
Suddenly, he heard a sound from inside the house. He 
Stood up Straight as the door opened. i 

“Hashimoto?” a tall man gasped, squinting at Itsuki. 


12 You Shiizaki 


Itsuki hadn’t seen Tokiwa in ages. He haj 
expected that reaction so he politely bowed his head. 

“Sorry for coming by without warning,” he sai 
sincerely. “But can I speak to you for a moment?” 

“Are you alone?” Tokiwa muttered, looking 3 
Itsuki like he was some bizarre creature. 

“Yes,” Itsuki assured him. 

“What about Kasaoka? Yamabe-sensei didn’ 
come with you?” Tokiwa persisted in asking. 

“Kasaoka is home with Yamabe-sensei,” Itsuk 
explained, “He didn’t want to leave him alone. Why de 
you ask?” 

“Well, I'm just surprised they let you do 
something all by yourself.” 

There was a teasing frankness to Tokiwa’s tone 
that left Itsuki at a loss for words. 


Yasuyuki Yamabe, the noted sculptor ani 
businessman, had two personal secretaries. Itsuki was 
the junior assistant, handling scheduling and various 
errands while Kasaoka was Yamabe’s senior assistat! 
and Itsuki’s supervisor. No wonder Tokiwa thought i! 
was strange for Itsuki to travel alone, but Itsuki still fel! 
bothered by Tokiwa’s snide tone. 

Nevertheless, Itsuki’s job always came firs! 
before his hurt feelings. He raised his chin and looked 
up at Tokiwa. 

“T travel on my own when necessary,” he said. “| 
came here today at Yamabe’s request.” 

Tokiwa suddenly looked bored. 
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“So what brings you here?” he asked. “What did 
they send you to do all by yourself?” 

“| have a message from Yamabe,” Itsuki 
answered. 
“So you just dropped by?” Tokiwa said in an 
astonished tone. “What would you have done if | wasn’t _ 
here?” 

Itsuki took an envelope from his briefcase and 
handed it to Tokiwa. He kept quiet as Tokiwa studied the 
envelope and broke the seal with one long finger. 

Masatsugu Tokiwa was an up-and-coming 
young sculptor whose fame just kept growing. He had 
worked abroad for some time and had even received 
a coveted award for his work, Before going off on his 
own, Tokiwa had been one of Yamabe’s students and 
they still kept in touch. 

Which was why Kasaoka had told Itsuki he 
wouldn't need an appointment to see Tokiwa. Itsuki 
wondered if that was wise, but did as told. 

Tokiwa liked Yamabe as a sculptor, but not as a 
man. He never made any effort to contact Yamabe, So 
even if Itsuki had tried to make an appointment with 
him, Tokiwa probably would have refused. 

Tokiwa drew his eyebrows together and focused 
ntion on the letter. [tsuki held his breath, watching 
a’s harsh profile. The last time they had seen each 
er was six months ago, at the opening of a mutual 
d's art show, Tokiwa had said hello to Yamabe, then 
him for the rest of the evening. Though Itsuki 
with Yamabe that night, Tokiwa and Itsuki 
y talked to each other one-on-one. 
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“So? What do you expect me to do?” Tokiw, 
grumbled, after glaring at the letter for awhile. 

“Could we convince you to meet with Yamabe 
We've made all of the necessary arrangements,” Itsuk; 
replied in a businesslike fashion, 

“Right now?” Tokiwa asked. 

“Sorry,” Itsuki said, “but Yamabe needs to se: 
you as soon as possible.” 

“No way. Who do you think you are, pressuring 
me like this? Go home,” Tokiwa barked, shoving the 
letter back at Itsuki, 

“But Tokiwa-sensei!” Itsuki pleaded. 

“Yamabe-sensei has no reason to interrupt ™) 
work like this, and I’m under no obligation to obey 
him,” Tokiwa growled. “I do things on my own terms. 

“But—" Itsuki began. 

“Yamabe-sensei has lots of fools at his beck an 
call. Why not bother one of them instead? Someone like 
you, perhaps?” Tokiwa snapped, throwing Itsuki an icy 
glare, 

Itsuki suddenly felt as if his heart had beei 
frozen, Unable to move or respond, he watched as the 
door slammed in his face. 

Itsuki sighed. This was a fool's errand, plain and 
simple. No use trying to persuade Tokiwa now, not in his 
bad mood. Maybe tomorrow would be better. He could 
hole up at a business hotel in a nearby town, It was only 
four in the afternoon, still early enough to find lodging 
for the night. 
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He had never expected Tokiwa to go along 
illingly. Neither had Yamabe nor Kasaoka. 

eke okay if he puts up a fight,” they had told 
“ Itsuki refolded the letter and returned it to his 
briefcase. As he turned away from the house, something 
suddenly caught his attention. He gasped in awe. Huge, 
fluffy snowflakes were floating to the ground. He caught 
one in his palm and watched it melt, 

The snow crunched beneath his feet as he 
walked back to the car, Seeing his footprints in the snow 
gave him a creepy feeling for some reason. Just then, he 
spotted a barn in the distance which seemed to be calling 
out to him. 

He stood next to Tokiwa’s RV. A little stream 
flowed behind the barn, surrounded by rocks and bare 
soil, Walking carefully through the snowdrifts, Itsuki 
made his way to the stream’s edge, then squatted and 
touched the water, 

The shopkeeper had told him that Tokiwa’s 
house was “at the top of the mountain,” but the actual 
Peak was clearly some distance away. The icy water 
flowed down from the summit, cold enough to pierce his 
skin. Itsuki felt nostalgic as he listened to the gurgling 
pg Ithad been a long time since he'd been alone like 

1S. 


o Itsuki had started working for Yamabe eight 
Years ago. Since then, he’d practically never left the 
man’s side. Sometimes, Itsuki would go off for an hour 
°F two to attend to business, but he always returned 
ediately afterwards, He never went for walks just 
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because he felt like it. 

Itsuki just crouched there, watching the wate; 
for a while. When he finally stood up, he could fee| 
the bracing cold through his coat, The falling snow had 
already covered his footsteps. He carefully picked his 
way back to the black RV, then surveyed Tokiwa’s house 
again. 

Tokiwa had originally bought this old place 1 
serve as his workshop and residence. It was easy to tel 
the house’s age from the rough texture of the wood on 
the porch. But it didn’t really look worn out, just well 
loved and much used. “Rustic” described it perfectly 
Surrounded by mountains and drifting snow, the house 
was quite picturesque, 

Itsuki knew Yamabe would never understand 
this, though. When it came to property, Yamabe only 
cared about the important things: the age, name, and 
location of the place. Unlike Tokiwa, Yamabe preferred 
new things, untouched by human hands, another reasoi) 
why they didn’t get along. 

I'd better get a move on, Itsuki thought, stifling 
a cough. He glanced at his watch. A whole hour had 
passed since he’d arrived here. 

The company car was not suited for driving in 
heavy snow, and Itsuki felt stressed about driving down 
the icy road again. Aiming to get back to town as soon as 
possible, he hurried to his car, 

Suddenly, he froze. Where were his keys? He 
thought he'd stashed them in his coat pocket, though he 
wasn’t the type of guy who usually carried things in his 
pockets. Since he didn’t really drive much, he wasn’t i 
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the habit of carrying keys around either. 

He tried to retrace his steps, but still couldn’t 
remember what he’d done with them. Did he drop them 
in the garden somewhere? 

Now the snow was falling even harder, covering 
everything—including his coat—with a soft white crust. 
If he didn’t hurry, the roads would soon freeze over. 
Itsuki started digging a trail through the snow with his 
shoe, still searching for the keys. By the time he reached 
the barn, he decided it would be easier to just walk down 
the mountain. 

But he couldn’t just leave the car there. For one 
thing, it didn’t belong to him. Plus, it would be rude to 
leave it in Tokiwa’s garden, especially after the way the 
man had acted. Itsuki shuffled towards the little stream, 
his breath emerging in white puffs, but as he feared, it 
was completely covered in snow. The water was barely 
visible, making it hard to tell which part was solid. 

He nervously approached the bank. The air 
here felt even colder than in the garden, and he began to 
shiver uncontrollably. 

The keys must be around here, he thought. Just 
then, the rock beneath him crumbled. As Itsuki slipped, 
Still clutching his briefcase, he fell down hard on his 
right Side, A sharp pain shot up his leg, so bad it made 
his ears ring. 

__ ltsuki lay sprawled on the ground. He felt the 
Teezing cold seep into his body. As he raised himself up on 
hands, he saw that his situation was indeed dire, Both of 
Were soaked from the knees down. Just looking at 
him feel even colder than he already was. 
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The feeling of his wet slacks clinging to his legs 
made it all too real. As he tried to lift his right leg out o| 
the river, a violent pain pierced through his entire body 
He gasped for breath, trying hard not to scream. 

Suddenly, he heard a voice from nearby say 
"What the hell are you doing over there?" 

He looked over to see Tokiwa fixing him with 
a steely gaze. Itsuki started to apologize, but Tokiw: 
abruptly cut him off. 

"Don’t apologize! Just tell me what's going on 
here,” the sculptor said gruffly. 

In a panic, Itsuki tried to climb out, but his legs 
just wouldn’t cooperate and he slid deeper into the water 
Now even his knees tingled with cold, 

“Stay still!” Tokiwa commanded in an angry 
voice, “Do you want to fall in even more?” 

Itsuki felt two strong arms grasp him from 
behind and lift him out of the water. Lying on the snow. 
his soaked legs spread before him, he was too breathless 
to apologize or even say thanks. 

“Why did you come out here anyway, in this 
foul weather?” Tokiwa yelled. “You really—” 

Suddenly Tokiwa fell silent. For a moment. 
he looked like he was about to leave Itsuki to fend fo! 
himself. 

“You'd better come with me, I guess,” he finally 
muttered. “You can’t drive home in that state.” 

Then he turned around and started to walk 
away. He was wearing the same jeans and sweater as 
before, topped with a leather jacket. 

How did he know I fell in? Itsuki wondered, 
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watching Tokiwa walk away. 

But Itsuki was in no mood for analytical thinking 
right now. He planted his hand in the snow and tried to 
get up, but his legs buckled under him. He couldn’t even 
stand on his own, let alone chase after Tokiwa. Both 
ankles burned as if they'd been set on fire, and his bones 
hurt all over, Even the slightest movements made his 
body scream in pain. 

Itsuki let out a low moan. The places where 
his wet clothes touched his skin already felt numb. As 
the chill spread up his back to his shoulders, his teeth 
began to chatter. He heard footsteps approach as he 
contemplated his pathetic state. 

“It’s your legs, right? Both of them?” 

Itsuki looked up. Tokiwa kneeled down next to 
him, grimacing. 

“No, I’m fine. I can walk,” Itsuki insisted, 
forcing a smile. He stretched out his knees, Pain coursed 
through his legs, though he didn’t cry out. 

Tokiwa hoisted Itsuki up by his shoulders, 
sitting him upright on the snow, then grimly grasped his 
ankles, 

“Aaggh!” Itsuki gasped, clenching his teeth. 

“Can't take it, eh?” Tokiwa scoffed. 

4 Shaking off Tokiwa, Itsuki tried to balance on 
his left leg, but suddenly found himself floating above 
Sound, held up by Tokiwa’s strong arms. 

“Don’t struggle, okay?” Tokiwa said, sounding 
annoyed. “Do you want to hurt yourself again?” 

Itsuki felt dazed by the scenery racing past him 
: feeling of Tokiwa’s soft leather jacket beneath 
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his fingers. Soon, Tokiwa was gently placing Itsuki jn, 
the RV’s passenger seat. 
Itsuki already knew their body types wer 
different—he had a delicate build, while Tokiwa’ 
resembled a construction worker’s—but was still amaz 
at how easily Tokiwa had carried him to the car. 
Tokiwa blotted Itsuki’s pants with a tow 
rolled them to his knees, and wrapped his lower legs 
another towel he grabbed from the back seat. 
“Please, Tokiwa-sensei, I can take care of 
myself,” Itsuki pleaded weakly. 
“How, when you can’t even walk?” Tokiwa said 
quietly, fastening Itsuki’s seatbelt. He got in the driver's 
seat and started the car without another word. f 
Itsuki wondered where they were going, but he. fr 
didn’t feel comfortable asking Tokiwa. Every twist a 
turn on the downhill road made his legs feel even wor 
He just looked out the windshield as the wipers brushed 
away the powdery snow. 
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Chapter 2 


Tokiwa took Itsuki to a private hospital in the 
town at the foot of the mountain. A nurse immediately 
put J ‘tsuki on a wheelchair and took him to an exam 
room. 

"Your left ankle is just sprained, but your right 
one is broken,” the middle-aged doctor said, sounding 
official, “We'll put both of them in casts, though. Since 
your r left one’s in much better shape, the cast won't be 
on as long. ad 

The doctor quickly set both ankles, then put 
Itsuki back on the wheelchair, 

“Don’t put any weight on the right side for 
e doctor warned, “You can put a little weight on 
ut be careful, it’s a pretty bad sprain. You had 
iternal bleeding, so the ligaments are probably 
Ou seem to be healing too slowly or something 
appens, come back right away.” 
“Thanks a lot,” Itsuki said, nodding his head. An 
/ wheeled him back to the reception area, which 
tady closed for the night. The spacious waiting 
empty, illuminated by a single light, 

“Excuse me! I'd like to pay the bill,” Itsuki 


{me 


24 You Shiizaki 

“Uh, sorry about all this,” Itsuki mumble( 
Tokiwa had a right to be pissed, after all the hassle he’; 
been through. 

Tokiwa was quiet on the way back up th 
mountain. He never even glanced at Itsuki in th: 
passenger seat. There was no sign of the snow stopping 
and the forest now looked completely white. Finally, th: 
old farmhouse became visible. 

“You know why all this happened, right? Yo. 
were playing around in the snow instead of going 
straight home,” Tokiwa said dryly. 

“But your garden is so beautiful,” Itsuki sait 
without thinking. Tokiwa looked doubtful, but Itsuk 
continued on. “Yamabe’s garden is lovely, but in ai 
artificial way. I’ve never really liked it much. You 
garden is truly beautiful.” 

“Don’t tell Yamabe that. His landscape garden’ 
would cry,” Tokiwa said with a faint smile, surprised b) 
Itsuki’s boldness. “Besides, there’s no point in compari! 
Yamabe’s manicured plot with my wild mess.” 

Back at the house, Tokiwa lifted Itsuki into th’ 
wheelchair. The snowdrifts were so white, they cou! 
be seen clearly even at night. Itsuki nervously glance! 
over his shoulder as Tokiwa pushed him toward the fro! 
door. 

“Uhhh,” he stammered, his voice sounding ver) 
loud to himself. “Sorry to cause you so much trouble: | 
should go home now.” 

Tokiwa stopped, snorting with laughter. H! 
pointedly looked down at Itsuki’s legs. “You can’t driv! 
with those things! How do you plan on getting home?” 
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“You could call a taxi for me,” Itsuki suggested 
helpfully. “I'll pick up the car later, if that’s okay with 
” 
_ “No taxi will come up here in this blizzard,” 
Tokiwa said tiredly, gazing at the garden. “Most of them 
don’t have snow tires. Any other ideas?” 

Itsuki kept quiet. 

“If you can’t bear staying with me, try one of 
my neighbors,” Tokiwa snapped. “Or sleep outside and 
freeze, I don’t care. There’s another house a little way 
down the hill. You won’t get very far on those legs, 

” 

Too late, \tsuki thought. He should have called 
a taxi as soon as he'd lost his keys, or asked Tokiwa to 
take him to the station after the hospital. He could have 
been home by now. 

"Um, could | please stay here tonight?" Itsuki 
asked meekly. 

Tokiwa wheeled Itsuki into the warm living 
room, spread a blanket over the sofa, and then helped 
tsuki Out of the wheelchair. After Itsuki was settled, 
Tokiwa gave him some dry pajamas. 

"You can leave the oil heater on if you want to," 
Tokiwa directed, "and here’s an extra blanket. If you 
heed more help, just call me." 
ui you. Sorry again to be so much trouble," 
Said with embarrassment. Tokiwa nodded and 
to leave. 
___"Tokiwa-sensei!" tsuki suddenly called out. 
as Tokiwa gave him a cold look, but made 
What he’d wanted to say for months. "Thank 


_ 
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you for the flowers you sent. My mother would hay; 


loved them. Sorry I didn’t thank you sooner." 


Tokiwa had sent flowers to the funeral hom 


when Itsuki’s mother passed away last autumn. Itsuk 
was shocked to see Tokiwa’s 
arrangement of pure white lilies. After 49 days ha 
passed, Itsuki sent Tokiwa the customary thank you gili 
but never had the chance to thank him in person, He hi! 
been feeling bad about that. 

Tokiwa fell silent at Itsuki’s words. After 
moment, he spoke in a soft tone. "I heard your 
married." 

"Yes. She found a good husband, and wi 
married last spring," Itsuki replied, feeling surprised 
Tokiwa’s unexpected remark. Tokiwa knew Itsuki had 
sister, and had been raised by a single mother, But wi!) 
should Tokiwa even care? 

Tokiwa gave him another blank look, then le! 
the living room. When he didn’t return, Itsuki assume’ 
he had gone to bed. 

Itsuki spent the night curled up on the sol 
fighting the urge to cry out in pain. He necdei 
painkillers, but he didn't have any. Though his legs ‘e! 
crushed inside the casts, he finally managed to drift o! 
to sleep. 
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In the middle of the night, Tokiwa came bat! 
to check on Itsuki. He propped him up on the couch a 
gave him some medicine. Itsuki downed the pills wit! 
glass of water and soon felt a little more relaxed. Toki" 


name on the simpk 


Gentle Cage 27 
lowered him to the sofa again, then wiped his forehead 
with a damp cloth. Itsuki quickly went back to sleep. 

Ttsuki opened his eyes again at dawn, confused 
by memories of the previous night. Did Tokiwa really 
take care of him? Or was all that a dream? 

Ttsuki noticed a glass and jug of water on the end 
table, He was still damp with sweat, but the pain in his 
legs had eased up a bit. He rested on his side and stared 
up at the dark ceiling. He still couldn’t believe he was 
actually in Tokiwa’s house. 

Tokiwa had returned to Japan almost a year 
ago, but they hadn’t really spoken to each other until 
yesterday. 

At seven, Tokiwa appeared with a breakfast 
tray, Wearing the same glum expression as yesterday. He 
set down the tray near Itsuki, who felt embarrassed by 
this, unexpected kindness, and helped the man into his 
wheelchair, 

___Itsuki didn’t really feel like eating, and Tokiwa 
seemed to pick up on this. 
“You haven’t had anything since last night,” he 
led. “Get a little something in your stomach, then 
9U can take more painkillers.” 
“Thank you.” Itsuki nodded, picking up his 
s. He noticed a round white pill at the corner of 
and flashed back to Tokiwa’s mission of mercy 
dle of the night. Itsuki forced himself to clean 
Tokiwa watched from nearby. The brisk, acid 
tomato vegetable soup made Itsuki’s throat feel 


Mren’t you going to eat?” Itsuki asked in the 
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middle of his meal. 

“Don’t you worry,” Tokiwa spat out. “I alway; 
take care of myself first. Too many fools suffer unti 
they’re sweating bullets.” 

Itsuki suddenly realized that his memories wer: 
indeed real. Tokiwa took the empty tray and got up. 

“Thank you,” Itsuki said. “And sorry again for 
all your trouble. But—” 

Itsuki hesitated as Tokiwa looked at him 
wearily. 

Now what? Tokiwa seemed to be thinking. 

“Could I use your phone?” Itsuki finally asked 
“My cell seems to be broken.” 

He'd already pressed the power button : 
hundred times, but it still wouldn’t turn on. It was 
covered in dents and scratches and must have gotte! 
damaged when he fell. Tokiwa left for a moment, thet 
returned with a cordless model. He silently handed it « 
Itsuki and walked away. 

“Thanks,” Itsuki uttered to Tokiwa’s back 
dialing Kasaoka’s number. 

Kasaoka picked up immediately. Itsuki explaine’ ) 
what happened, including the broken cellphone. am 
apologized for not calling sooner. Kasaoka also seemed) 
surprised by Tokiwa’s behavior. j 

“Guess you needed extreme measures to 2° 
through to him,” he said, laughing bitterly. “No need © 
hurry home, though. Just tell Tokiwa the meeting w! 
Yamabe will only take an hour or two. Get him to com™ 
back with you, okay?” 

“{ don’t think he'll listen to me,” I:suM 
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would be easier if you came—” 

That would make no difference 
a interrupted. “You’ve been close 
past, you’re the best person to deal with 


was...” Itsuki started to say before he 
He really wanted to leave his personal 
ut of this. “That was a very long time ago,” he 
jietly. “Things are different now.” 
it at that, wondering what Kasaoka would 
ment passed before Kasaoka spoke again. 
it any rate, I can’t leave Yamabe-sensei right 
30ka finally said. “If we wait much longer, 
late. Try to win Tokiwa over during the next 


o weeks?” Itsuki gasped. Would he really be 


sooner the better,” Kasaoka said. “If you 
at a local hotel and keep on working on 
il then, don’t use Tokiwa’s home phone. 
re at a hotel to contact me again.” 

” Itsuki replied, and then hung up the 


le thought back to yesterday, and his last 
Yamabe. The sensei was nearly 60, but 
st 20 years younger than his real age. His hair 
black, he didn’t need to dye it, and the sharp 
his face left a distinct impression. Yamabe’s 
ounded strong and commanding, and tended 

ate every conversation he was involved in. The 
it when strangers acted overly familiar with 
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him, and never indulged in lighthearted socializing wi 
his staff. 

As Itsuki gazed at the now-dead phone, }, 
decided to get Tokiwa to Yamabe as soon as possible 

Just like Tokiwa said, no way could he drive 
his current condition. Itsuki might be able to rent a w 
with hand controls, but the thought of driving anoihe 
person down that treacherous mountain road frank 
terrified him. 

He didn’t dare tell Kasaoka the extent of |) 
injuries, or Kasaoka would have rushed to help hin 
Itsuki hated to have his supervisor worry about hin 
especially since he was completely to blame for th 
predicament, 

At any rate, the fact remained that he was stutl 
here until the snow melted, He would check the row 
reports the next day to see if he could call a taxi. Rig! 
now, that seemed to be his only option. 

“Are you done yet?” Tokiwa suddenly aske! 
startling Itsuki. 

When did he come back in here? Itsuki thoust! 
Tokiwa gave him the same blank look as before. [tsu!’ 
quickly handed him the receiver. 

“Sorry to monopolize your phone. But thanh 
for letting me use it,” Itsuki said politely. He swallow’ 
hard, preparing himself. It was now or never time. “U! 
Tokiwa-sensei? Do you think you could visit Yamabe 
sensei pretty soon?” he asked tentatively, 

Tokiwa raised his eyebrows, 
respond, : 

“It wouldn’t take long,” Itsuki reasoned. “Hal! 


but ida" 
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day at most. They'll send you home in a cab afterwards. 
1 know you're really busy, but I’m begging you.” 

“Today, or even tomorrow, would be physically 
impossible,” Tokiwa stated firmly. “The blizzard is still 
raging, the roads are iced over, and I’ve heard there's an 
accident near the station. A taxi would never come here 
now.” 

“We could go after the snow melts,” Itsuki 
suggested hopefully. “Call a taxi and visit Yamabe. That 
okay with you?” 

Tokiwa just laughed sarcastically. 

“Help yourself to whatever’s in the kitchen,” 
he said curtly, walking away. “Just stay away from my 
bedroom and my studio.” 

Itsuki’s heart felt heavy as he watched Tokiwa 


leave, 


Maybe if Kasaoka asked him, he thought again. 
Everybody trusted Kasaoka, even the young 
‘who were Yamabe’s students, Once, when 
Yamabe had thrown out a wayward apprentice, Kasaoka 
hi to talk him into taking the kid back. 
listened to all sides, and always tried to be fair. 
Aen Yamabe called Kasaoka “a man to be trusted,” he 
Was telling the absolute truth, 
_,. On the other hand, Yamabe’s apprentices 
trust Itsuki whatsoever, even as a member of the 
d staff. It was only natural. Since he was never 
'to speak to them directly, Itsuki had never really 
Hl anyone. Even though Itsuki had worked for 
for the past eight years, that didn’t count for 
Sreater scheme of things. 
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Itsuki wheeled his chair towards the windy, 
and looked outside. The snow was still coming doy. 


hard and drifting across the landscape. 


Why can't I just tell Kasaoka everything, \is\\_ 


thought bitterly. 


There was a time when he had called Tokiwy _ 

friend, But now Tokiwa hated Itsuki, or so it seemed. (__ 
‘as “supreme indifference” a better way of putting i 
Tokiwa could be blunt, but he was seldom mean. May 


he only acted that way around Itsuki. 


Itsuki sighed as he gazed at the snow-cov er 


world, It felt like snow was falling in his heart, too. 


Chapter 3 


hard all afternoon. Sitting in his 
spent most of the day just staring out 


his workshop was similar to Yamabe’s, 

take on students or apprentices. No, Tokiwa 

er, living by himself in this obsessively- 

‘house. Compared to the weathered exterior, 
been completely renovated. 

hardwood floors had been installed 


Works of art reflect the artist who made 

gs often reflect the unique touch of their 
g that comes about naturally in 
¢ That said, the interior of Tokiwa’s 
d completely in tune with Tokiwa’s artistic 


door frames, ceilings, and even the 


bic 9 
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lights set into the walls, Itsuki recognized the “Tokiy, 
Aesthetic” he knew so well. Pure, straight lines edgy 
with areas of softness. The house had the same quali; 
as a cherished wooden sculpture Tokiwa had once giv; 
him. Just looking at the place made Itsuki feel serene 

Tokiwa had been holed up in his studio sin: 
morning. Itsuki wondered what he was working 0 
He had no idea how Tokiwa spent his days, but hi 
heard that the man sometimes taught at an art scho 
Itsuki suddenly felt a pang of guilt, Tokiwa had waste 
precious creative time just taking care of him. 

/'Il call a cab as soon as it stops snowing, \isil 
decided, He would ask Tokiwa to visit Yamabe one mor 
time. If Tokiwa refused again, Itsuki knew nothing moi 
could be done. 

Itsuki used the bathroom, then dreamily ind 
his way back to the living room. Suddenly, somethit! 
caught his eye, a room behind some sliding doo? 
Shelves lined the walls, stacked with tools and sin? 
machines. Sculptural models and sample pieces we! 
scattered everywhere. 

This has to be his workshop, Itsuki thought. b’ 
Tokiwa was nowhere to be seen. The room had the fe 
of a real artist’s hideaway, 

Just stay away from my bedroom ani ' 
studio, 

As Itsuki thought about Tokiwa’s warnit! 
his wheelchair rolled forward and hit the door. Just * 
he was about to turn around, Itsuki spotted somethi'! 
familiar. 

A blue watercolor in a narrow silver fra! 
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ly remembered its bright tones. Why was 


wed towards it without thinking. Soon, he 
le of the studio, holding the painting he 


had painted it so long ago. And now, 
decorated his studio with it? Itsuki looked 
g ina daze, until a harsh voice brought him 


are you doing here? I told you to 
a!” Tokiwa growled, reaching out to grab the 


i timidly looked up at Tokiwa, who glared 
Then Tokiwa roughly yanked the wheelchair 
idio and back into the hall. 
Wait! | can—” Itsuki pleaded, pointing back at 
», Tokiwa didn’t stop pushing the wheelchair 
i was back in the living room. 

why? That picture was from so long 
<i stammered before he could stop himself. 
ed that picture way back when he had been 
School student. Back when he’d first known 


a had asked for the painting, so Itsuki had 
4s a present. But that was eight long years 
ever expected to: see itin ‘Tokiwa' s studio. 


om Itsuki a look so a it seemed to 
igh him. 


asked me to visit Yamabe," Tokiwa 
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muttered. "But do you know why he wants in: 
Hashimoto? And if you do know, do you really want \ 
take me there?" 

"I know he has business that concerns you 
Itsuki admitted. “Yamabe told me directly.” 

“Did you know that Yamabe has termini 
cancer, and only a few months to live?” Tokiwa pushei 
on. “He intends to leave everything to me. Did you kno 
all that?” 

Itsuki nodded sadly. 

Yamabe had started feeling ill the previow 
spring. 

“I must be getting old,” Yamabe had said. “I jus 
can’t get up in the morning and I feel tired all the time 

Itsuki had never heard such words from Yamabe. 
who was unusually energetic for his age. Kasaoka wi 
concerned, too, and they both begged Yamabe to go li directs a company and owns a lot of stocks. 


a check-up. all the fees and inheritance taxes, and if I don’t 
Yamabe airily refused, laughing it off as much Want I can sell them.” 


ado about nothing. But by late autumn, Yamabe himsell_ was all news to Itsuki, but he couldn’t bring 
finally decided to go to the hospital. Itsuki stood by ‘speak up. Instead, he sat there feeling hurt, 
the sensei went through a battery of tests. The resull* ive him another sharp look. 

came back a week later: terminal cancer. ‘ ‘Ou satisfied with this?” he snapped. 

Itsuki sat beside Yamabe as the doctor deliver’ aS a rhetorical question, so Itsuki held back 
the bad news. From start to finish, Yamabe kept a straig!! After an uncomfortable moment, he finally 
face, asking the doctor a slew of questions, When the!  Yamabe’s decision, for better or worse. I’m 
returned home, Itsuki explained everything to Kasaok* ition to have an opinion on the matter.” 

“He'll need to put his affairs in order,” Kasaoh it’s a question of your position, huh?” 
rr on son ss he mr ve chance. At i ed. “Exactly how long will you stay by his 

> Jake ul. 

Itsuki didn’t know what to say, but Yamabe did 


we everything to Itsuki," the sensei insisted. 
wanted to beg off, but how could he? 
‘Tokiwa, Yamabe had always been a loner, 
children, or other close ties. Yamabe had 
ed with many women over the years, but 
had given him children, and he'd lost 
distant relatives years ago, 

on, Yamabe backtracked and instead 
‘that he would leave his workshop—and 
else—to Tokiwa. 

‘need to discuss this with him in person,” 
id. “Tell him to come here.” 

had had no choice but to agree, and left 
house the same day. 

famabe’s workshop is a nice chunk of real 
wa said, suddenly sounding more interested. 


as long as he needs me. That is my duty,” 
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stronger than he seems, \tsuki realized, 
4 scared. Tokiwa brought him into the 

Tokiwa was silent for a moment. With dropped him on the bed. 
arms folded across his chest, he stared at Itsuki in (h tsuki cowered in fear as Tokiwa pounced on 
wheelchair, . Tokiwa grabbed both of Itsuki’s wrists 

: “So you came here knowing all this,” he final 'and pinned them above his head. Holding 
said, “You knew he said I could do whatever I want.” with his other hand, Tokiwa tried to take 

Itsuki just nodded. s breath again. 

__ “But will you let me do whatever I want? Tha / ing another kiss, Itsuki turned his head 
the big question here,” Tokiwa said pointedly. The mow n ve it roughly yanked back. Tokiwa was 
in the room was quickly changing. xi could feel his breath, and he completely 

Itsuki froze for a moment, and then instinctive) to move. Tokiwa probed Itsuki’s mouth, 
grabbed the wheels of his wheelchair, Just as he wi tongue with his own, First, he sucked it 
about to retreat, Tokiwa grabbed both arm rests aii n gently nibbled it with his teeth, making Itsuki 
pulled the chair closer. Before Itsuki could protes over. Itsuki whimpered, unable to breathe, 
Tokiwa gave him a kiss that took his breath away. f letting him go, Tokiwa just stepped up the 

: “Nooooo!” Itsuki gasped, But was he protestii: 
or just screaming? 

As Itsuki shook his head with disbelief, Toki! 
suddenly grasped him around the neck, Itsuki tried 
push him away, but Tokiwa kept nibbling on his lips. 

Finally, Tokiwa stopped, giving Itsuki a chant 
to breathe. Itsuki felt like he was about to suffoca 
Even his vision seemed blurry. He felt like he was abo! 
to float off the wheelchair, as the ceiling spun above hit! | 
Suddenly, Tokiwa lifted him up. 

“Don’t struggle, or I°ll drop you,” Tokiw sail 
grimly. He hoisted Itsuki over his shoulder and carr! 
him out of the living room. 

Itsuki clung to Tokiwa’s broad shoulders as th?! 
hurried down the hall. 


Itsuki said without hesitation. He had already decidy 
this. j 


Kiwa finally released him after another long, 
tsuki gasped as Tokiwa moved to his neck 

‘iwa covered him in kisses, and then traced 
tip along Itsuki’s sore lips, The pain 
another sensation, blurring Itsuki’s vision 


” he heard himself moan as Tokiwa 
| hips through his clothes. Suddenly, the 
dered even lower, Itsuki trembled as he met 


gaze. 
! Tokiwa-sensei! Stop!” he begged. 
 Tokiwa wouldn't let go of his wrists. As 
twist away, Tokiwa lowered his body 
Suddenly, Tokiwa’s hand dove under 
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the waistband of Itsuki’s borrowed sweatpants 
touched him there. 


ay 


The impact was so intense, Itsuki felt as if hey 
been hit on the head with a blunt object. He could; 


believe what had sprung forth from his body just roy 
And he had a sinking feeling about what Tokiwa had ic 
mind next. 

Tokiwa nibbled on an ear and traced its edge 
with his tongue, Itsuki heard a wet sound as Tokive 
bit his earlobe. Goosebumps broke out on his neck an 
along his spine, 

“No, stop!” Itsuki pleaded, His faltering voiw 
sounded strange even to himself, like it belonged \ 
another person. 

Stoking the flames of Itsuki’s passion, Tokiwa’ 
hand found its target with amazing accuracy. It was th. 
first time another person had ever touched him th 
and Itsuki’s body responded instinctively. Tokiwa | 
sucking his earlobe and his neck, making Itsuki squirt 


Itsuki knew there was no turning back now, |’ 


the sensation grew more and more intense, his bod) 
tingled with heat, He lacked the strength to push Tokiw! 
away and instead clutched at the sheets in futility. 

“Tokiwa-sensei, please stop—we need to talk! 
Itsuki cried out, but Tokiwa just ignored his pleas. 

These same hands had once created a work 
art that Itsuki loved and cherished. It made him sick 
have Tokiwa touch him down there with those ex! 
same fingers. 

As Tokiwa quickly moved his hand, Itsuki w* 
unable to suppress his moans. He felt tormented by th 
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getting hotter every minute. Itsuki’s voice 
but that still didn’t stop Tokiwa. Now 


pulsed and tingled. Suddenly, he heard 
clothes being taken off. He turned his head 
t the sight. ; 
iwa was on his knees, straddling Itsuki 
ed off his sweater, Seeing Tokiwa’s broad 


his brain had a chance to think, his body 
ling to get out from under Tokiwa. 

managed to swing his legs off the bed. 
hit the floor, his legs felt like they’d just 
with a hammer, He doubled over in pain 
on the floor. There was a terrible ringing 
He curled into a ball, trying not to cry out. 
bleary eyes, he saw a pair of legs. Tokiwa 
ked him up and put him back on the bed, 
really pissed off, though his touch was 
flinched as Tokiwa carefully positioned his 


disgust you that much?” Tokiwa hissed. 

n though he knew Tokiwa hated him, Itsuki 
d Tokiwa use that tone before. It made 
to realize how truly indifferent Tokiwa 
toward him. 

"re just another piece of property to me,” 
glaring with rage. “The sooner you 
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realize that, the better off you'll be. You've tried rT 
escape from me before, remember?” 
Why is he acting like this? Itsuki thougiy 
desperately, unable to speak. : 
He knew that people automatically assumed fy 
was Yamabe’s lover. Since Itsuki was very intimate\) 
involved in Yamabe’s life, people just put two and iw 
together. As Yamabe’s employee, Itsuki could never be 
sure what Yamabe was really thinking. That was the 
reality of Itsuki’s situation, It had nothing to do with. 
Tokiwa. k 
“Yeah. You disgust me that much,” Iisuki_ 
finally replied, He threw a pillow at Tokiwa and spw 
his legs around again, ignoring the searing pain. He was 
definitely getting out of here, even if he had to crawl. He 
heard Tokiwa clicking his tongue in disapproval. 

: Tokiwa grabbed Itsuki’s arm and roughly pulled 
him onto the bed again. He straddled Itsuki’s thighs 
pinning him down, then bound his wrists togethe 
a piece of cloth. Itsuki’s head swirled with pain und 
confusion, The Tokiwa before him now was so differet! 
from the Tokiwa he’d known in the past. 

"Tokiwa-sensei! Why are you doing this” 
Itsuki gasped. 

“Stop struggling, you'll just hurt yourself. Nov — 
be a good boy and turn over,” Tokiwa said bluntly. 

Itsuki violently shook his head. Tokiwa kisse! 
him deeply, then forced his clenched teeth apart with 
finger, Itsuki could taste tobacco as their tongues tangled 
in a deep kiss. Feeling faint from holding his breath. !” 
gasped for air when Tokiwa finally released him. 
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a’s hands darted under Itsuki’s shirt and 
omach and chest. As Tokiwa planted a trail 
his torso, Itsuki’s skin started to respond. 
down Itsuki’s sweatpants and stroked his 
ith a cold hand, Itsuki knew Tokiwa wouldn't 
felt the blood drain from his body. 
useless struggles had left him utterly 
ile his right leg throbbed in its cast. But 
If going erect as his blood pulsated in 
le to move, Itsuki endured Tokiwa’s biting 
‘stomach, knowing that Tokiwa was headed 


g out with his large hand, Tokiwa 
Itsuki’s member, which was completely 
om constant stimulation. Itsuki shivered as 
: finger searched for the opening between 
S. He opened his mouth to protest, but Tokiwa 
n with another kiss. 

fingers that had created Itsuki’s favorite 
ft now penetrated that unspeakable place, 
ing his passion. 

0, no,” Itsuki said hoarsely as Tokiwa raised 
and lifted him up. As Tokiwa entered him, 
kperienced a mixture of intense arousal and 
in. He felt completely detached from his body, 
not his own. 

Mable to make a sound, Itsuki gasped for 
gently bit Itsuki’s lip and explored the 
mouth. There was nothing Itsuki could do. 
to protest. 

a doll to them, Itsuki thought dully. First 
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to Yamabe, now to Tokiwa, He should have know) 4) 
along, but this sudden realization hit him like a blow , 
the chest. 


Held tightly by Tokiwa’s long arms, riding 9” 
wave after wave of pleasure, Itsuki felt the insides of hi 
eyelids get hot, like he was about to ery. He knew it wap f id 
Strange for a doll to shed tears, so he bravely held they 
back, staring at his captor with blurry eyes, : 
Who is this person? he wondered idly. From the 
depths of his hazy consciousness, Itsuki suddenly h 
his name. 

“Ttsuki, Itsuki,” Tokiwa crooned. 

He didn't call me Hashimoto, Itsuki thought 

As Tokiwa’s lips gently grazed his own, Iisuk 
remembered their very first kiss, back in those days 
when they were still friends, 


Chapter 4 


and Itsuki met eight years ago in the 
‘that time, Itsuki attended vocational 

a friend who sold things at the flea 
end often invited him along, but on this 
actually stopped there on his own, He 
around with an air of detachment, 
it special something to jump out at him. 
n he spotted a wooden sculpture, the head 
ed in an elaborate geometrical pattern. The 
saw it, he knew he had to have it. He 
feel this way about flea market stuff, so he 
if it was expensive. 
sculpture was about as tall as Itsuki’s 
e wide, and heavier than he expected it 
searched for a price tag, but there was only 
“Totem Pole.” Itsuki looked around for the 
bored Tokiwa sitting there. When Itsuki 
e, Tokiwa glanced at him indifferently and 
e digit number. 
Itsuki had a part-time job, it was more 
really afford, but maybe he could splurge 
s piece had really caught his fancy. 
pulled some bills from his wallet. Tokiwa 
totem pole without bothering to wrap it 
money into his jeans pocket. 

Hi) 
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“Ts the person who made this here today?” Iisuk; urprised to see the same surly face a few 
inquired. a flea market a few towns away. 
Tokiwa frowned and said nothing. seemed to remember his face when he 


Itsuki was taken aback at first, but he Teally y his 4 
wanted to know. “Do you think they’d mind if I ade: id you paint it yet?” Tokiwa asked. 
some color to it?” he continued. nodded. 


Now Tokiwa finally seemed interested and faced 
Itsuki for the first time. “You paid for it, right? Do wha: 
you like with it.” 
“True, but I wouldn’t want to paint it if the artis : 
would be offended,” Itsuki said politely. ¢ had to show Tokiwa right now, abe there 
Itsuki had enjoyed painting from a young age jarantee he’d ever run into him again. Itsuki 
But he never really fit in with the junior high art club, how him the colors he’d used. , 
and he couldn’t join the high school oil painting club Itsuki soon realized that Tokiwa was 
with no money to buy supplies. He took up watercolors polite. When Itsuki offered to show him 
after high school, but could never afford formal lessons book, Tokiwa raised his eyebrows m.6n 
Itsuki did things entirely on his own terms. d way. To an artist as talented as Tokiwa, 
using techniques he had devised himself. Because of must look like the work of a rank 
this, he didn’t want to alter another artist's work withou! ’s cheeks burned, and he felt a strong 
their consent, 
“Do what you like with it,” Tokiwa said, Cates 
But Itsuki had purchased the piece because it in a deep voice. “Where do you live? 
had caught his eye in a special way. He didn’t want (0 asked Itsuki dumbly. 
overstep his boundaries. a fixed him with an intense gaze. : 
“Once it’s sold, it’s sold,” Tokiwa said in an ‘d like to see this place in reality,” he ws is 
amused tone. “You paid for it, do what you want with it asketch made outdoors. “Can you show it to 
Go ahead, knock yourself out,” r 
Suddenly, Itsuki knew the mysterious creator 
was standing right before him. 
Tokiwa left a strong first impression that day: 
but Itsuki assumed he’d never see him again. So he was 


t color?” Tokiwas inquired. 

thought for a minute, and then took out 
he always carried. He quickly sketched 
then filled it in with colored pencil. 


a moment, Tokiwa said nothing, then he 


he pointed to the totem pole sketch. 
you sell this one to me?” he asked 


i didn’t mind showing Tokiwa the real life 


50 You Shiizaki Gentle Cage 51 

setting for his picture, but felt strange when Tokiwa 
asked to buy his sketch. Though Itsuki tried to refiise, 
Tokiwa was shockingly persistent, In the end, they 
exchanged contact information, and Itsuki promised to 
paint another version of the totem pole for Tokiwa. 

They met again a week later. Itsuki learned 
that Tokiwa was an art school graduate studying with 
famous sculptor. 

“Pve never formally studied art. I’m self. 
taught,” Itsuki said apologetically, handing Tokiwa the k 
new watercolor. He had worried that Tokiwa might hand h .” Tokiwa replied. 
it back to him with disdain. felt a twinge of regret. 

Tokiwa quietly studied Itsuki’s painting, tucked ive me. It was very nice of you to suggest 
between the pages of his sketchbook. Then he looked olitely. 

Itsuki in the eye and thanked him. worries,” Tokiwa said. “Nobody can tell 

The next time they met, Tokiwa asked if he had do, it’s your choice. But I really like the way 
any desire to study art. Tt would be a waste to view your art as 

“I’m too selfish, it would never work,” Itsuki 
said, smiling bitterly, “I can only paint things thal 
genuinely interest me.” 

Itsuki’s experiences with art education were 110! 
entirely positive. The instructors frequently criticized 
his use of color, When the mood struck him, he ofie? 
layered another color on top of the first one, creating a! 
entirely different painting. 

In school, he was limited to painting the subjec!s ) ‘ 
the instructor chose. In clubs, when he painted what he it was the first and last time Tokiwa would 
liked, his classmates all criticized him. As a result, [tsuk! sculpture. It was just a fluke that he 
saw “painting in school” as an intensely unpleasst! g the booth for his friend when Itsuki 
experience. had never sold there on his own. 

He eagerly filled the pages of his sketchbook: that point on, Itsuki and Tokiwa met 


been praised for his art by anyone outside 
ese experiences had led him to view his 
hobby,” which was fine with him. He 
because he loved to paint, not because he 
good at it. Compared to someone like 
was merely child’s play. 

” Itsuki continued, “I like what I’m 
|. If I started now, I’d just wind up 
artist. Maybe I'll do it later, if I have the 


suddenly felt deeply happy. 
totem pole that Tokiwa had just made for 
the seed of their friendship. As a student, 


*S used wood for his own enjoyment. 
Tent that to my friend to use as a table 
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g as small as his little fingertip. 

texted him around lunchtime, telling him 
d meet. He looked different in his dirty 
es, and seemed unusually restless today. 

t e after work, okay?” Tokiwa asked. 


“I can be surprisingly patient,” Tokiwa saij 
gently. “Don’t worry about it now. But someday, I'd like 
to know if you’d ever be interested in me that way.” 

Tokiwa’s mouth curled in a smile. Looking 
straight at Itsuki, he continued to speak frankly. 

“Maybe I’m being selfish, but I like you too 
much to pretend we're just friends. But if you don’t fee! 
the same way, please tell me as soon as possible.” 

Since Tokiwa didn’t pressure him for an answer, 
Itsuki continued to spend time with him. Tokiwa became D and the others completed the first step 
even more affectionate, touching Itsuki’s arms and cess by early afternoon. Itsuki watched as they 
shoulders in passing. Otherwise, things remained the the job site over the next few hours. Once 
same until early December, to fall, Tokiwa met Itsuki at the designated 

At the last minute, Tokiwa had to cancel their ‘ 
weekend plans due to a work commitment. Their me?” Tokiwa joked. “Did you draw 
schedules had gotten out of synch, and they were only you were waiting?” 
able to meet once a month now. tsuki nodded vaguely. 

The master sculptor at the workshop wher 1 show it to me.” 

Tokiwa trained had been invited to create art \ e later,” Itsuki stalled. It was just a 
commemorate a new bridge. The project schedule shed with colored pencil. He planned 
irregular, depending on the weather. Outsiders we® h watercolor, but Tokiwa wanted to see it 
forbidden at the site, so the work could only be see! 
from a distance. But Tokiwa invited Itsuki to visit hit 
there, and Itsuki had happily accepted. 

Itsuki loved to watch something being mad® 
even more so if Tokiwa was involved. He took the ca!!! 
express train and a bus to the site. j 

Viewing the project from a distance, |tsté! 
watched as iron and cement combined into one shaP* 
He had fun visualizing how the finished work wou! 
appear, and proudly picked out Tokiwa from among 


watched Tokiwa return to the job site, 
imself looking forward to their evening 


he was looking at a little sketch or 
Sculpture, Tokiwa’s expression changed 
Where art was concerned, though his 
s and quiet nature often made him 
hable. This was even more true at a time 
his eyes looked sharp enough to cut you 
him the wrong way. 

viewed the sketch in silence, then 
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forced himself to nod. 

I like you, Itsuki. Not as a friend, but «s a 
romantic interest. I know you'll Probably refuse me, hy, 
I dont care. 

Suddenly, Itsuki truly understood the meaning 
of Tokiwa’s words, 

They didn’t meet again until two weeks |ater 
For 14 long days, Itsuki obsessed about what to say and 
how to act around Tokiwa. All he could think about was 
seeing him again. To his surprise, the kiss hadn’t really 
bothered him. 

Itsuki had lost his father as a young child. He 
and his younger sister had been raised by their widowed 
mother. Since high school, he’d worked part-time to help 
with household expenses. Itsuki had no grandparents not 
anyone else who could help, so he always put his family 
first. As a result, he’d never been on a date, or even liad 
acrush on a girl. 

These new feelings for Tokiwa were confusing 
and he needed time to figure them out. Unfortunately, he 
didn’t get any. 

Two days later, Itsuki came home to find his 
mother and sister cowering in fear as the telephone kep! 
ringing. His sobbing mother kept repeating the names 
of some distant relatives. Itsuki quickly learned that this 
married couple had vanished. 

After their father’s accidental death, the coup!? 
had helped them out in times of need. Itsuki knew his 
mother depended on them, but her reaction to theif 
disappearance seemed over the top. The reason for this 
was made clear by the threatening voice on the phone: 


nies 
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That night, as his sister fell asleep clutch feelings for Itsuki had not changed. 
his shirt, Itsuki worried about what to do, His riot I eae ane: world did Yamabe want to'sec 
medical bills were piling up. Even if she recoy ered” at master artist seemed to sense Itsuki’s 
completely, she could never go back to work From J 
now on, the family would have to survive on |tsuki’ 
income, 

His sister had just entered a tuition-free public 
high school. By the time she graduated, Itsuki figured 
he'd have stable employment. He knew that she dreamed 
of college, and he wanted to make her dream come true . P 

The more he thought about it, the mor couldn’t believe his ears. 
depressed he became. Then all of a sudden, Yamabe be dreaming, he thought. Yamabe wanted 
came into his life. and work in his home. He’d pay him an 

Itsuki knew Yasuyuki Yamabe by name. He was | on top of free room and board. : 
a famous sculptor who taught at the workshop whert be also promised to transfer Itsuki 's mother 
Tokiwa had apprenticed. Itsuki had never met hil \ spital, hire 4 private nurse if mpeoesaryi and 
personally, and didn’t know what to make of Yamabe'’s ; oo . a4 i Aeris aera 
surprise visit. ed, would pi 

re Tokiwa was the only link between them, bu! ] worked for him. Yamabe would also send 
Itsuki hadn’t seen him since that fateful night on the , to an elite boarding school, where she 
motorcycle. One date with Tokiwa was postponed inseled until she Ness ready for college. 
because of work, then another when his motht for your mother 's debt, I'll take care of 
attempted suicide. Tokiwa didn’t carry his cellphone other financial concerns you need help 
the job, so he was hard to contact. e asked smoothly. 
Itsuki never told Tokiwa about his situation # i felt a faint chill. What Yamabe was 
home. He just didn’t feel comfortable discussing it. ev" med too good to be true, there must be a 
with friends who already knew the situation. 7 . Itsuki knew this instinctively, despite 
“Sorry, my schedule’s just too busy right now. 
he’d told Tokiwa. 
“I understand. Call me when you see your way 
clear,” Tokiwa replied. 


you talking to Tokiwa near the job 


e looking for a job, right?” Yamabe 
why not work for me? You can be my 
” 


laughed at Itsuki’s doubtful expression, 
conditions of his offer. 
work for me as long as you like. It 
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quickly went to work, paying off the 

debt the very next day. The day after that, 
her was transferred to a spacious hospital 
On the third day, Itsuki’s sister was 
school. Itsuki watched as a hired car 
his sister staring at him mournfully from 


will be another six years until your sister graduates from 
college, so let’s say six years for now, But remember this. 
when you live with me, you must obey me completely 
I'll control every aspect of your behavior, from how You 
talk to what you wear, even your hairstyle.” 

“What's the point of all this?” Itsuki asked, 
confused. 

“I'd like to have you around, that’s all. You 
remind me of a girl I loved long ago. This may seem 
strange, but I’ll stand by my agreement. A lawyer can 
draw up a contract if you like.” 

Yamabe handed his business card to the 
bewildered Itsuki, told him to think it over, and left 

For good or bad, Yamabe’s proposal came at’ , 
perfect time. Itsuki could pay his eae Depsice! bills, one have every ung ears in 
send his sister to school, and get his family out of debt. will not be permitted “9 cantacs ce ® 

You can work for me as long as you like. ee ment. Bay. pxtoonll eas eee 

Never in his wildest dreams did Itsuki imagine st leave with me now. t 
something like this would happen. But working for looked horrified. Just like that, he was ae 
Yamabe would mean sacrificing his own freedom. peyone he knew. But when ip thought 

Itsuki tossed and turned that night, wondering picida’tneed to get in touch with anyone 
what to do. The next morning, he went to the hospital. Except for one person, that is. 
though he knew his mother was in no condition to giv® : 
edutde, .” he said shyly. 

Itsuki’s mother opened her eyes and weakly just snorted. “Exactly what sort of 
called out to her dead husband, “Where’s my baby? you have in mind?’ he seer: . 
Where's “baby” Itsuki?” ; etn diancanapoe oe weight of 

She had relapsed into mental illness, and th "pe ee 

doctor didn’t know if it would be temporary or lone fer that day, Namebes poe = = ae 
pene s home seemed ridiculously spacious to Itsuki, 
That night, Itsuki called Yamabe to accept his offet. d to living in apartments, but his host was 


a returned to his modest apartment, 
for him by the battered door, clad 
Itsuki hurriedly invited him inside. 
at Itsuki’s meager possessions with 
ty, then told him to get rid of everything. 

't bring any personal effects with you,” 
. “When you decide to stop working for 
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not only a famous sculptor, but also the son of a wealthy 
captain of industry. 

“This all belongs to me,” Yamabe told hin. 
“The house, the workshop, the forest, all mine.” 

Itsuki suddenly felt a little dizzy. 

His room was in the mansion’s second floor, 
adjacent to Yamabe’s private room. It held an expensive 
looking bed and desk, plus a closet filled with clothes is 
Itsuki’s size. 

“If there's anything else you need, talk to m 
tailor,” Yamabe told him. “But for now, stay in you 
room and do as I say,”” 

Itsuki’s skin grew cold at Yamabe’s mild, yet 
commanding tone, 

“You may visit your mother with a chaperont 
once a month, but you are not allowed to leave th 
premises for any other reason,” Yamabe added 

You can work for me as long as you like. 

Itsuki knew he'd be giving up his freedom whe? 
he took this job, but he never imagined he'd be treat®! 
like a piece of property. 

In the following eight months, Itsuki spent a! 
of his time in his room or Yamabe’s, except for one vis" 
per month to his mother. Yamabe’s obsessive need {of 
control drove Itsuki mad. Yamabe watched Itsuki like* 
hawk and pointed out all his flaws, including the WY 
walked, the way he talked, the way he dressed. and bis 
table manners. Itsuki was also not allowed to cut his hai 
no matter how long it grew. 

“Such gorgeous hair,” Yamabe commented. 
would suit your delicate bone structure to wear it Jonge 
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to say, this constant scrutiny was 
sful for Itsuki. When Yamabe was too 

Itsuki, he left him books and DVDs 
be’s bedroom included a well-stocked 
iety of titles, from popular novels to 


7 
Yamabe returned from his trips, he 
i to share his impressions of the latest 


t want a puppet who nods his head at 
.” Yamabe once told him. 
hold all the strings, Itsuki thought. 
"t demand absolute obedience from you,” 
d. “Hate me to your heart’s content, as 
do what | tell you.” 

be looked at Itsuki with amusement and 


€ a vision of who I want you to become. 
cation is part of that. If you can’t think 
ll soon bore me. Just never deceive me, 
nantically involved with anyone. Other 

you like. And if you need anything, ask 


8 an odd thing to say, Itsuki thought. You 
m, remember? 

again, Itsuki had made the choice to 
to ensure his family’s security. 

months later, Itsuki noticed Yamabe 
‘With satisfaction, 

_Yamabe’s direction, Itsuki had flown 
1 Cocoon with his intelligence and spirit 
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intact. Itsuki had become a gentleman. 

T have a vision of who I want you to become. 

Now, Itsuki truly understood what those words 
meant, Yamabe was a sculptor above everything, creating 
large-scale works of concrete and steel. His process was 
very methodical: design the work, draw up blueprints, 
choose the materials, mold a trial version. The final 
piece emerged looking exactly as he had envisioned it 

Itsuki was a human sculpture, a “work in 
progress” in Yamabe’s eyes. His good parts were left as 
is, the unnecessary bits carved away. Itsuki adjusted 
fit Yamabe’s mold, and in the end, became the perfect 
image of his design. 

Yamabe was creating a living doll. At first, he 
thought he might get bored with the project, but once 
Itsuki began to transform, Yamabe became even mort 
enthralled. Once Itsuki’s hair grew past his shouldet 
blades, Yamabe treated him like a dress-up doll, pickin 
out all of his clothes and accessories. Suits were alway® 
worn with a tie, Itsuki’s hair was always tied back in 
ponytail. Itsuki felt odd dressed like this, but Yamabe 
was very particular, 

“You can start training under Kasaok ' 
become my second personal assistant,” Yamabe (0 
him one day. tis 

Kasaoka took one look at Itsuki and rolled 
eyes. “Tell me the truth. Do you want to sit aroun’ i 
day looking pretty? Or do you actually want to WO™ 
he said briskly. 

“T want to work,” Itsuki replied. P 

Itsuki felt it was his duty to try his best. Ya 


a 
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far too much to be just a dress-up doll. 
to prove that he was much more capable 


seemed to relax a bit, though he still 
“Okay, then, training starts today. From 
answer to both Yamabe-sensei and me, 
any special treatment 
<a meant what he said. Itsuki had little 
having dropped out of vocational 
t Kasaoka pointed out his every little mistake. 
f each day, Kasaoka went over his work and 
books to study that night. 
was all too aware of his shortcomings. He 
it Kasaoka’s feedback. He tried to improve 
could by reading books, doing research 
et, or picking Kasaoka’s brain. Itsuki even 
to study, though Yamabe disapproved. 
oka is my assistant. I just want you here 
complained, looking peeved. 
, but I'd like to keep learning,” Itsuki 


© responded with silence. 
time with you is fine with me,” Itsuki 
Softer tone. “But I want to keep studying 
possible employee for you.” 

Sighed. “As you wish. Just don’t let 
me before spending time with me. I won’t 


had some problems. Kasaoka had 
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lived and worked with Yamabe for years, and was very 
skilled as a personal secretary. Itsuki could never hope 
to replace him, not that he even wanted to, Yamabe also 
treated Kasaoka like a regular employee, but regarded 
Itsuki as someone who needed his love and protection 

When Yamabe was in a bad mood, he 
took one look at his beloved pet Itsuki, and his smile 
would swiftly return. He would stroke the sleeves of 
Itsuki’s suit, playfully tug on his hair, shower him with 
compliments like “that color really suits you.” 

A few weeks after Itsuki’s debut as Yamabe’s 
second assistant, rumors started to spread that he 
was also Yamabe’s lover. Yamabe had barely x 
his workshop for nearly six months, though he ofies 
neglected his work if he wasn't in the mood, But six 
months was a long time, and his absence triggered @ 


tidal wave of gossip. 

Just who was this “mystery person” who neve 
left Yamabe’s side? Then Itsuki began to appear publicly 
adding fuel to the fire. 

Even if Yamabe demanded sex from him 
was not really in a position to refuse. He was 
indebted to him. In fact, it seemed almost stre 
their relationship hadn’t turned physical 

“Sensei, aren’t you worried about 
reputation?” Itsuki asked one day 

“If they want to talk, let them talk. yamabe 
scoffed, running his fingers through Itsuki’s black hall 
“I’m quite fond of you, and have no intention o! lett 
you go quite yet,” Yamabe said firmly. “But remem 
you are forbidden from having sex with anyone until ¥ 


ied] 


tsuki 
otally 
er that 


yout 
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quit this job. Got it?” out saying goodbye. No wonder Tokiwa 
“Yes,” Itsuki nodded. ‘to see him. They had unfinished business. 
Though Yamabe’s staff kept gawking at him, s What’s wrong?" 

Itsuki completely ignored them. But how would he reac, | en like a deer in front of a car's headlights, 


if he ever saw Tokiwa? ’ enly rescued when Kasaoka showed up. 
Itsuki had heard that Tokiwa finished his” u to appear stoic, but Kasaoka seemed 
training and left Yamabe's workshop. He felt relieved by turmoil. 


is Yamabe’s new assistant," Kasaoka told 
looked completely baffled. "Sorry, we have 


the news, but also a little sad. 
They finally met again almost a year later. One 
day while Itsuki was attending an art show with Yamabe, 


Kasaoka sent him on an errand to a nearby department H was that all about?" Kasaoka inquired, as 
store. On his way back to the gallery, Itsuki heard — away. 
someone call his name. He slowly turned around—and — \ d to be... friends," Itsuki said faintly. "I 
his heart stopped. chance to say goodbye..." 

There was Tokiwa, looking absolutely shocked, Joes Yamabe-sensei know about this?" Kasaoka 
decked out in a to-die-for suit. He was attending tht 


same show. f nodded. 
When he heard Tokiwa call his name, ltsvhi sighed. "How awful," he murmured, 
suddenly realized that Yamabe was now the only perso ‘amabe-sensei’s favorite." 
who called him by his first name. The others referred ® 's eyes widened. 
him only as "Hashimoto." P is a real plain-talking guy," Kasaoka 
A wave of nostalgia flooded Itsuki’s heart. He Yamabe-sensei finds him fascinating. 
been waiting to see Tokiwa all this time. So many chines ven asked Tokiwa to stay on as a staff 
to talk about, to apologize for. Itsuki didn’t know 4 
to begin. aie labe must have thought he was special, Itsuki 
“Hey, you," Tokiwa said, looking PY treated his apprentices like that. 
"Why are you here and dressed like that?" iH probably see Tokiwa again. Can you 
Itsuki suddenly returned to his gently asked. 
remembering his promise to Yamabe. Though TY didn’t answer. 
was looking right through him, Itsuki found hi Va tefused Yamabe’s offer, but may still 
instinctively shrinking away. Two years before: © Kasaoka went on. "You'll probably 
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be seeing him around." 

He gave Itsuki a sympathetic look. 

"I think you know already, but Yamabe-sengyj 
can be very possessive," he continued. "In your case, jt 
goes beyond a normal employer-employee relationship 
Seeing you with Tokiwa would make him jealous." 

"IL know," Itsuki answered. "It was my choice 
to come here, and I'll stand by it, I'll just explain my 
situation to Tokiwa." i 

But Itsuki never got the chance. Though tsuki 
saw Tokiwa many times in the weeks ahead, Yamabe did 
everything in his power to keep them apart. 

Yamabe would send Itsuki away if he and 
Tokiwa were found together. Sometimes, Tokiwa went 
after Itsuki when he got up from the table. Itsuki suffered 
in silence while Tokiwa begged to talk to him. 

There were so many things he wanted to tell 
Tokiwa—his mother, their massive debt, his sudden 
disappearance. He also desperately wanted to apologiz 
but he gave Tokiwa the cold shoulder instead. 

“Sorry, you need to take your business directly 
to Yamabe-sensei. I’m not at liberty to speak with you" 
Itsuki said once. 

“Fine,” Tokiwa said in a huff, looking at Itsukl 
with suspicion. “Just tell me one thing—are you still 
painting?” 


Itsuki was too stunned to respond. He hada 


worked on a picture since that day at Tokiwa’s jo sift 

In fact, his sketchbook had been taken away with the 

of his possessions, including the precious totem pole. 
Itsuki was forced to leave Tokiwa’s 
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partment the night he left with Yamabe. 
a to let him take it, but was denied. 
mabe’s staff had taken Itsuki’s things. 
‘totem pole taken to his mother at the 
? Or did they give it to his sister? Itsuki 
g where it was. He looked at Tokiwa 
elf to speak. 
painting,” he said. “Too many other 
ite right now.” 


you happy about that?” 
"s frank question stabbed Itsuki like a 


Jost the desire to make art, that’s all,” he 


excused himself politely and walked 
made no move to follow him. 

knew that Itsuki and Tokiwa had 
other. When he asked what they had 
tried to be honest. 

you tell Tokiwa about our relationship? 
fou want to tell him from before?” Yamabe 


in particular,” Itsuki replied quietly. 
didn’t want Itsuki to talk to anyone, 
so Itsuki kept quiet around strangers. 
Op or at parties, Itsuki would smile vaguely 
y the wall, though he knew this made people 
thim even more. He figured it was the best 
do. 
fas Yamabe’s pet, a pet that the artist had 
ey and time into perfecting, a fine work of 
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art that Yamabe wanted to show off. But when it came to 
outsiders, his attitude was “look, don’t touch.” A maste 
never wants his pet to get too friendly with strangers, 

‘ Itsuki was like an ornament in a glass case, 
viewable only from a distance. It took Itsuki another pe 
months to truly understand this. Tokiwa would call out 
to him, or make eye contact, or stare, but Itsuki forced 
himself not to respond. 

The following year, Tokiwa left to study in 
Europe. Yamabe told Itsuki that Tokiwa was leay ing the 
country to teach at a famous workshop, and wouldn’t be 
returning. 

“Is that right,” Itsuki had replied dully. 

That night, after saying goodnight to Yamabe 
and retiring to his room, Itsuki slumped against the door, 
slid onto the floor, and stayed there until dawn. 

There were three years left on Itsuki’s contract 
with Yamabe, three more years of bondage. Itsuki was 
not allowed to meet Tokiwa, call him on the phone, of 
even send him a letter, but he still had hope. Even if he 
couldn't speak to Tokiwa directly, he sometimes stil 
sensed his presence. 

I like you. 

Itsuki often thought of Tokiwa’s confessiom™ 
that day he'd looked at him straight in the eyes. Tokiv# 
never really showed much emotion, but when he S® 
Itsuki coming, he smiled. 

I should have told him how 1 felt, \tsuki thought: 
When he accepted Yamabe’s proposal, he had want 
Say goodbye to Tokiwa more than anyone, but had done 
absolutely nothing about it. 
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to say goodbye, huh? No matter who 
when you meet him, from now on you wont 

to him or even contact him. How can I 

‘Il understand? ' 
idn’t forget Yamabe’s words. 

n he'd have to face Tokiwa at some 
wn this, but didn’t know what to say to 
fokiwa treated him with scorn? 
Yamabe made his proposal, Itsuki had 
to survive. Coming home late at night 
ime job, he would look with despair at 

es of his haggard mother and exhausted 
have accepted the situation if it were 
nal debt. But the weight resting on Itsuki’s 

d not have been his responsibility. 
had been forced to slave away at low- 
e jobs with no security. A full-time job 
question, Not only had he dropped out 
nal school, but he also lacked the necessary 


| knew he had been running out of options. 
© night of his mother’s suicide attempt, 
his sister sleep, wondering how long he 
how much more he’d have to sacrifice. 
use his mother and sister as an excuse 
 Yamabe’s offer, but the truth was, Itsuki’s 
easier, too. He no longer had to worry 
the vast debt, even though there was a 
this security: his freedom. 
had cut Tokiwa out of his life because he 
d to tell him the truth. No wonder Tokiwa 
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de a name for himself abroad, and 
his own workshop in Japan. While Itsuki 
Tokiwa’s success, he felt crushed to be 
‘the man’s orbit now. 

could tell Tokiwa that he loved him! 
reject him, and Itsuki could move on 
it was too late to do anything now, no 
g his feelings were for Tokiwa. 


moved away, after the way Itsuki had treated him, 
Just before dawn, Itsuki sadly looked out at the 
sky. He couldn’t turn back the clock, or undo words or 
actions, He couldn’t even blame his mother or Sister 
anymore, Itsuki had made the decision to let 20 of 
Tokiwa all by himself, 
There were good reasons for this decision, but 
Itsuki still couldn’t bear to watch Tokiwa leave. The fact 
that Tokiwa hadn’t even contacted him before he left 
hurt Itsuki on a purely selfish level. 
I'm in love with him, Itsuki thought. finally 
understanding the feeling at the bottom of his heart 
Tokiwa had been a special person to him right from the 
beginning. That was why he had given him the picture. 
I should just give up, Itsuki thought dejectedly. 
Tokiwa loved the person Itsuki used to be, not the person 
he'd become. His passion for Itsuki had probably un 
dry, those strong feelings abandoned in the past. } 
Even if Tokiwa no longer cared for him, tsuki 
wanted no ill will between them. He would let go o! 
his unrealistic expectations, hide memories of the P®*! 
where no one could see them. When Tokiwa retumt 
home, Itsuki would meet him as Yamabe’s secretary: * 
mature adult. 
Three years later, Tokiwa returned to Japan. _ 
From a distance, Itsuki watched Tokiwa pay ® 
respects to Yamabe. Although Tokiwa greeted Ya! 
ina polite manner, and said hello to Kasaoka, he '! 
ignored Itsuki. No words were exchanged be! 
them. 
Itsuki heard Yamabe’s apprentices S8Y © 


Chapter 5 


ke from a beautiful dream with a 
ition all over his face. It felt so good 
slowly opening his eyes. But, fully 
that his whole body felt heavy, like it 
and his brain felt all fogged up, Staring 
he tried to remember where he was. 
Ww are you feeling? Are you thirsty?” 
slowly turned his head and then gulped. 
pillow beside the bed, looking at Itsuki 
ble eyes. Itsuki bolted away from the bed, 
in in an attempt to escape, but his banged- 
e way. He saw his casts and remembered 
‘tmove. 
uu want to hurt yourself again?” Tokiwa 
estraining Itsuki with his broad hands. 
Itsuki back onto the bed, picked up 
‘the floor, and then settled back on his 


looked down at his pajamas. They were 
too big for him, but felt good against 


0 these belong to? he wondered, just as a 
and stroked his face. 
ed at Tokiwa’s cool touch. Tokiwa 
‘shoulders and brought his face close, 


Hie) 
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pressing his forehead against Itsuki’s. Their lips naturally 
came together in a kiss. 

Tokiwa gently brushed away Itsuki’s loose haip 
wrapping his fingers around the back of his neck Itsuki 
felt a ripple go through his body as Tokiwa pulled him 
closer. 

“You have a fever,” Tokiwa said. “Get more 
sleep. It’s still snowing outside, anyway.” 

As Tokiwa gently kissed his bottom lip, [tsuki 
heard a low roaring sound in his ears and remembered 
Tokiwa’s words from last night, 

You're just another piece of, Property to me. 

The memory assaulted him, like cold water 
being poured on his head. 

“When you're ready, will you go see Yamabe 
with me?” Itsuki asked bluntly. Tokiwa's expression 
suddenly darkened, but Itsuki bravely continued. “I 
asked you yesterday, remember? They can send a driver 
for us, no problem. Would you mind if I borrowed the 
phone again?” 

Tokiwa just looked at Itsuki for a moment. 

“I’m in the middle of working on a piece.” he 
said in a huff, sounding annoyed. “I can’t leave it half 

finished just because you came here out of the blue.” 

“But—” Itsuki started to protest. 

“Give me two weeks,” Tokiwa_ interrupted: 
“Then I'll go.” 

Tokiwa was in no mood to negotiate. judzin® 
from his firm tone, so Itsuki swallowed his protes® 
Yamabe would just have to understand. Tokiwa couldnt 
drop everything to go see him. Though Tokiwa wo 
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ir, he was not a part of Yamabe’s inner 
though Yamabe was terminally ill, 
at the moment. 

then. I'll tell Yamabe,” Itsuki said 
composed, but the heat of Tokiwa’s 
own felt like fire. Gritting his teeth 
Itsuki tried to squirm away from 


ut I have to leave today,” he said, 

y do you intend to do that?” Tokiwa 
ae roads are completely frozen over, and 
an just forecasted another day of snow. He 
st blizzard in years.” 


can’t make it up here, remember? Or 
hike down the mountain on two broken 


eyes wandered to the window. Sure 
dscape was pure white. He thought about 
*s house, bumpy and full of sharp 
tches didn’t even have a guard rail, 
ders would be buried in snow. It would be 

fet down by car right now, let alone on a 


ou Tush home now, you’ll just get in the 
. “Everybody knows you're just 
. They probably don’t even miss 


couldn’t really defend himself, but 
ns still hurt him to the core. 
Te right, I guess,” he admitted. “But I’m 
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fingertips. Carefully arranging his legs 
i propped his head on a soft pillow and 
te of himself, But the sound of his own 
er echoed in his ears, so he bit his lip to 


not much use to you, either. I'll call them to pick me 
up.” 

Tokiwa may need two weeks to finish his work, 
but Itsuki didn’t have to hang around that long. If hy 
explained the road conditions to Kasaoka, they could 
send someone in a four-wheel drive. 

“Isn't your job sitting around and looking 
pretty?” Tokiwa scoffed. “You can easily do that here, 
You just won't have Yamabe-sensei to fawn over you.” 

Itsuki was stunned, speechless. 

“Or did you actually plan to interrupt my work, 
so I'd have to bring you back there?” Tokiwa suggested, 
grasping Itsuki’s chin. 

Itsuki still kept silent, but Tokiwa wasn't 
finished with him. 

“T'll go see Yamabe with you two weeks from 
now. Until then, you'll stay here with me. I'll tll 
Yamabe-sensei myself,” Tokiwa spat out, then he tumed 
around and left. 

Itsuki’s body stiffened and he struggled © 
breathe. 

You just won't have Yamabe-sensei to fawn 


never had sex with Yamabe, though 
thinking of his body as his own. But 
it, his relationship with Yamabe was 


be pretty kinky myself to put up with it. 

| curled up on the bed and closed his eyes, 
a’s favorite cigarettes on the sheets. He 
tired of this scent, even if being able 
ad come about through a violent act. 


you. F 
Itsuki couldn’t get Tokiwa’s words out 
his mind as he looked down at his casts. He still h 
from falling off the bed the night before, and his wrists 
showed faint marks from where Tokiwa had bound 
together. 

I cant take this anymore, Itsuki thought. 

Suddenly, he felt the tension drain fromm 
muscles. He flopped over and visualized his exh@! 


NO appetite, but knew Tokiwa would 
He ate half a bowl of vegetable 
g his spoon down, 

hed?” Tokiwa asked, his brows 


d. Tokiwa took away the tray and 
ot drink. 
. Sorry to be such a pain,” Itsuki said 


Taised his eyebrows, but his expression 
» Itsuki quietly drank his tea. As soon 
iwa grabbed him by the shoulders. 
ask questions, Tokiwa was carrying 
to another room. 

© are we going?” Itsuki stuttered 


& bath. It’s been two days, hasn’t it?” 
@ washing machine and a sink in what 


4 changing room. A bathing room was 
8 glass door. Tokiwa set him down on a 


{me 
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“Take off your clothes,” he gruffly ordered. 

Is he going to watch me? Itsuki wondered. 

Tokiwa huffed when Itsuki hesitated. He started . sod sy eS ee 
unbuttoning Itsuki’s pajamas with his long fingers, but = “ = 
Itsuki quickly pushed his hand away. 

“I can do it myself,” Itsuki protested. “Would 
you mind leaving while I undress?” 

“You can’t wash yourself in this condition,” 
Tokiwa pointed out. “There’s no hand rail in there.” 

“Well, maybe I...” Itsuki said slowly, stalling 
for time, 

“The doctor said not to get your casts wet,” 
Tokiwa reminded him. “Plus it’s slippery in there. You 
could fall and hit your head. Do you want to be rushed !@ 
the emergency room in an ambulance this time?” 

Itsuki didn’t bother to reply. He had the distinct 
impression that Tokiwa was in no mood for back-talk. 

“You have nothing to hide anyway. | s¥ 
everything last night,” Tokiwa said matter-of-factly: 

Itsuki stiffened as Tokiwa stripped off his 
clothes and wrapped his casts in plastic bags. He sat 
Itsuki on a plastic chair next to the tub, and then splas 
warm water on his shoulders. a 

“Grab the arm rests. I don’t want you (© sip \ 
Tokiwa said curtly, scrubbing Itsuki’s arms with & soap) 


sponge. 


Tokiwa seemed cold and indifferent agai”: # 4 
last night’s passion had been just a dream. There 
detached, clinical air to the hands that washed Its x 
thighs, Tokiwa kept his gaze averted, looking so S°™ 
that Itsuki felt terribly self-conscious. 
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After rinsing the soap from Itsuki’s body. Toki, 
began to carefully wash his hair, the first time someon, 
else had done this since Itsuki was a child. He closed his 
eyes, soothed by the gentle motion of Tokiwa’s hands, 

After the bath, Tokiwa wrapped Itsuki in a towel 
and carried him back to the sofa. 

“You can wear these today,” Tokiwa said, 
handing Itsuki more clothes that reeked of tobacco, 
clearly hiw own garments. Then he left the living room 
while Itsuki struggled to dress himself. 

Soon Tokiwa returned, carrying a tray with@ 
small pot and a cup. He put the tray on the table and took 
away Itsuki’s wet bath towel. 

Touching his damp hair, Itsuki realized he'd lost 
the rubber band he used to tie it back. It was probably m 
the bedroom, but he couldn’t go looking for it now. 

Feeling bored, Itsuki picked up the remolt 
control and turned on the large screen TV. The locdl 
news said this was the biggest snowfall in 20 years, and 
the blizzard warning was still in effect. Itsuki glam 
out the window. He definitely had no choice. He'd hav® 
to stay at Tokiwa’s house until the weather cleared UP: 

Later, an anime show came on. Itsuki felt bo 
so he turned off the TV. He was about to take a nap wa 
he noticed some books stacked on the floor at the &™ 
the sofa. 

There were magazines, albums, and # lange 
number of art books. Itsuki picked up an art book 


caught his interest, and his eyes instantly w idened- iced 


It was about an artist whom Itsuki had - 
in the past. He checked the indicia and discove! j 
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ed by a museum in a distant city. Itsuki 
elf inside the pages. 
visited the same museum on a middle 
and had fallen in love with the artist 
gh he had already passed away, 
behind a rich legacy of paintings 
and small birds. The delicate brush 
‘melding of colors had been the artist’s 
ed in the pictures, Itsuki came upon 
n of a painting he had seen with Tokiwa 


‘remembered that time vividly in his mind. 
at the painting for nearly an hour, totally 
ddenly a voice had whispered to him, “Ah! 
you like.” 

had been standing so close, but Itsuki 
iced he was there. The entire time that 
d in the painting, Tokiwa had been 
l at it with him. 

nk you,” Itsuki whispered. 

time he had discovered this painter’s 
middle school field trip he had had the 
Teaction and almost missed the school 


ata picture,” [tsuki had explained 
to his seat. 

tes all laughed at him. From then on, 
to museums alone. 
ciwa had first invited him to the 
d told him about his quirks. 
times, I can look at a painting for hours,” 
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he’d warned. “But I’ll try to keep up with you.” 

But Tokiwa had never rushed him. Rememberi 
that museum trip, Itsuki felt warm inside. 

He fell asleep on the sofa, clutching the art book 
to his chest, not waking up until he heard someone caij 
his name. Tokiwa was at his side again. Tokiwa took the 
book from his hand and lifted him from the sofa, 

“Where are you taking me?” Itsuki asked. 

“To the bathroom. You must need to go by 
now?” Tokiwa asked in a teasing voice. 

Tokiwa carried him in and helped him sit down. 
Itsuki somehow convinced him to leave the room. Once 
Itsuki had finished his business, Tokiwa carried him 
back to the living room. 

“T’ll be back in two hours, but call if you need me 
sooner,” Tokiwa instructed. “I'll stay within earshot.” 

“Um, what about the wheelchair?” Itsuki asked. 

Yesterday, he had used the wheelchair to ge 
around. It relieved Tokiwa of some of the burden 
Itsuki’s care, the window, it was still snowing hard. 

Tokiwa gave Itsuki a tired look. “I took if the outside world, feeling more frustrated 
back.” g snowflake. 

“What? But, why?” Itsuki gasped. 

“The hospital needed it. When your left ankle 
heals, we'll get some crutches for you. Please be pa" 
until then,” Tokiwa said brusquely. .4 af 

“Then maybe I should go home,” Itsukt said. 
don’t want to cause you any more trouble.” 

“And then what? Will Yamabe-sensei take 
of you instead?” Tokiwa snapped. 

Itsuki didn’t know what to say. He 


being treated as Yamabe’s prized pet. He 
okiwa’s stare with a cold look. If Tokiwa 
about his strange relationship with 
would merely respond in a clinical 


ng 


he knew was that Yamabe had never yelled 
Tokiwa was doing now, 

hat you want, then! I don’t care anymore! 
he mountain, have them pick you up, 
kiwa yelled then stomped out of the 


i suddenly didn’t feel like asking to use the 


see Yamabe with you two weeks from now. 
‘ll stay here with me. 
iwa wouldn't let him in the studio, he 
him with his work. Now Tokiwa had even 
wheelchair. Tokiwa definitely wanted to 
re, but Itsuki didn’t understand why. 


Chapter 7 


kept falling that night, as the local 
updates about the record-setting 


emerged from his workshop and 
oom, where Itsuki was dozing on the 


and was now lifting him up. 
vacant as Tokiwa carried him into 


the bed. Tokiwa didn’t seem to realize 
awake, and straightened his legs for him. 
Itsuki with a blanket and quietly went 


relieved when Tokiwa didn’t return, 
little anxious. He turned to look at the 
Il. It was almost 11. 

night just a one-time thing? Tokiwa 
e about being Yamabe’s heir, but Itsuki 
had never really been interested in 
i knew this, yet he kept pressuring 


ite, Tokiwa would surely not return 
obably decided to sleep on the sofa. 
explicable sense of emptiness, but 
ig and mashed his face into the pillow. 


{me 
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er the waistband of Itsuki’s sweatpants, 
the first time he’d ever been touched there 
The sensation still startled him, but 
lly responded to Tokiwa’s touch, 
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Suddenly, he heard footsteps coming dow 
the hall, and froze under the blanket. The sound of the 
door opening seemed unnaturally loud. Tokiwa moved 
quietly, thinking Itsuki was asleep. Itsuki heard him 
undress, and then climb in next to him. 

The longer Itsuki pretended to be asleep, the 
tenser his body felt. He told himself that Tokiwa Was 
only there because there was nowhere else for him to 
go. 


"t reply to Itsuki’s gasps, preferring 
obe and stroking Itsuki’s chest with his 


"s fingers were merciless. Nibbling 
s, he slowly but surely brought Itsuki’s 

ik. Itsuki’s freshly-awakened desire felt 
nse than yesterday. As Tokiwa caressed 
s and fingers, Itsuki couldn’t hold back 
He tried to wriggle his hips away, 
but Tokiwa pulled him right back 
Ttsuki felt the fires of passion burning 
as Tokiwa fondled his penis with greater 


“Ahh!” 

An arm reached out and pulled him close, 
causing Itsuki to cry out without thinking, A cold hand 
moved up his throat and grasped his chin. Now he could 
feel Tokiwa’s breath on his skin. Tokiwa kissed him 
passionately, stealing his breath away, holding him 90 
tight that Itsuki had no chance for escape. 

Itsuki struggled to breathe as Tokiwa’s tongue 
forced its way into his mouth, kissing him with the sam 
intensity as the night before. Tokiwa’s long arms seemed 
to be squeezing the breath from his body. 

Tokiwa’s cool fingers slipped under Itsuki’s 
pajama top and stroked his chest and his stomach. Itsukt his neck, and sucked on his earlobe. 
shivered with surprise as Tokiwa pinched his sensitiv® it, he was going over the edge. 


nipples. Tokiwa was definitely picking up where he had ci, Itsuki,” Tokiwa moaned. 
left off last night, as if his heart was being torn apart. He 


Tokiwa silenced Itsuki’s protests with @ long € into the pillow to silence his panting, so 
kiss. Then he kissed Itsuki’s ears through his hait s 
sucked on his neck. Itsuki felt the sensation all the “ 
down his spine. He closed his eyes and stiffened ag 
Tokiwa. 


| 
| 
| 


ught Tokiwa would finally release him, 
Itsuki around and deeply kissed him 
Tokiwa placed his hands on Itsuki’s 


Tokiwa’s hand was moving in synch with BS trembled in fear. 
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Tokiwa gently lifted Itsuki’s casts like he 
handling two precious objects. His han 
against the back of Itsuki’s knees. 

This isn't over yet, Itsuki thought. 

F He remembered Tokiwa’s brute force from last 
night and shivered. He opened his mouth to protest, but 
no words came out. : 

Tokiwa suddenly sunk his teeth into the soft 
flesh of Itsuki’s inner thighs, Itsuki felt a searing pain for 
4 moment, but it was soon replaced by the wet warmth 


a Tokiwa’s mouth. A strange new sensation spread over 
tsuki. 


him. 
ds felt col y Tokiwa was using both his tongue and his 
Itsuki’s secret hole. 
ed at the intense sensation. Just the 
iwa’s hair brushing against his thighs was 
to stand it any longer, Itsuki closed his 
glow burned behind his eyelids. 
stroked his penis, Itsuki heard a wet 
he had climaxed again. He stared up 
iling, panting as he remembered what 
ne to him last night. 
tter how much Itsuki protested, Tokiwa 
p. Tokiwa wouldn’t let him go until Itsuki’s 
ly was thoroughly ravaged. 
on, Itsuki got too hoarse to even speak. He 
the pale light of dawn outside the window, 
ut did I do to make him so angry? \tsuki 
Why did he have to take things this far? 
ki had been pestering him to see Yamabe, 
uld always refuse the offer. Besides, it 
fault if Tokiwa was upset by Yamabe’s 


“Don’t fight me, or I'll have to force you again. 
Be a good boy and keep still. I promise | won't hurt 
you,” Tokiwa said brutally, nibbling on [tsuki's thigh 
Itsuki could now feel Tokiwa’s warm breath on his 
member, and his skin broke out in goosebumps 
He lifted himself up on his elbows to look, and 
gasped with shock. 
“Stop! That’s dirty!” he yelled, F 
“It’s not dirty. I just washed it this afternoom 
Tokiwa teased, “Don’t worry, I can wash it again later.” 
Itsuki struggled to wrench himself free fom 
Tokiwa’s powerful, unyielding grasp, but didn't 2 
very far, He could feel Tokiwa’s hot breath, and thet 
his tongue caressing his engorged member. As TokiW# 
easily took the whole thing in his mouth, Itsuki’s 
felt embraced by the deep wet heat of Tokiwa’s oa 
Itsuki’s whole body melted in pleasure: ved 
he couldn’t help but moan out loud. He gr 
Tokiwa’s hair, trying to pull him off, but Tokiw# 


Tokiwa was angry about Itsuki’s old 

he didn’t want him to see he still had it. 

be Tokiwa was pissed off because Itsuki 
hop. 

lwa lifted up Itsuki’s knees, kissing him 
neck. He held Itsuki’s hips, which still 


ire, 
g0. Relax. Let me take control,” Tokiwa 
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? A moment later, Itsuki felt the intensity of 
Tokiwa’s penis as he penetrated him even more deeply 
than last night. Itsuki couldn’t make a sound, but held 
his breath to cope with the impact of Tokiwa’s thrusts, 

“Don’t hold your breath. Just breathe slowly, 
you'll enjoy it more,” Tokiwa said softly. f 

f Itsuki_ nodded and deeply inhaled. Tokiwg 
kissed Itsuki’s neck as if to console him, and also stroked 
his burning skin. 

Tokiwa didn’t wait long. Once Itsuki had relaxed 
a bit, he gripped Itsuki’s hips and probed even deeper. 
As Tokiwa worked his hips, Itsuki felt an unfamiliar 
Sensation deep inside his body. 

“Ttsuki...” Tokiwa moaned again. 

Itsuki’s entire body suddenly felt hot and prickly 
all over. He opened his eyes, drowning in this strange 
feeling. Tokiwa brought his face closer and stared at 
him, but Itsuki closed his eyes to block him out. Tokiwa 
kissed his face as Itsuki panted, struggling for breath. 

Even with his eyes closed, he could fee! Tokiwa 
staring down at him. Itsuki turned his head away. but 
Tokiwa pulled it back and kissed him. Itsuki moaned a 
Tokiwa explored his mouth with a hot tongue. 

“Itsuki,” Tokiwa called out, his voice filled with 
surprising sweetness. “You are mine.” 3 

“W-why are you doing this to me?” Itsukl 
Stuttered desperately, knowing his question would not 
be answered. 

Tokiwa just kept thrusting inside Itsuki witht 
gentle undulating motion, and Itsuki suddenly real 
his feelings for Tokiwa had not faded at all. 
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 Tokiwa had gone abroad, Itsuki had made 
forget all about him. He was convinced 
viewed him as a pest, and firmly vowed 
behind. But despite all this, the pain in 
ill felt as fresh and bright as the colors of 


when Itsuki was just “Itsuki,” Tokiwa 
sed his desire for him, but Itsuki had been 
o reply. Tokiwa still remained by his side, 
atching over him with a bittersweet smile. 
w could the same loving person now be 
<e a helpless doll? 


a kissed Itsuki deeply, his tongue tasting 
Itsuki’s whole body dissolved in tingling 

Inable to stifle his cries of pleasure, Itsuki felt 

of despair. 

sant as all this was, as much as he 

d this way, Itsuki still couldn’t bring 

Tokiwa’s hands away. 

was what Tokiwa wanted, Itsuki would 

t. His feelings right then were a mess of 


ldn’t move his body, As Tokiwa kept 
rily, Itsuki felt horribly detached, a doll 
m his partner’s embrace. 


_ Chapter 8 


e the last patch of snow had melted, 
was feeling much better. He could 
if he held onto something. After lunch, 
usual to carry him to the bathroom. 
hands while propped up against the 


the sofa, Itsuki suddenly remembered 
He'd been at Tokiwa’s house for six 


ave to explain to Yamabe-sensei. 

Wa had called Yamabe on the second day 

Itsuki. Kasaoka called the house twice 
Itsuki there was no need for updates 


be rude for you to borrow his phone 
try to make the best of the situation,” 


ted to tell Kasaoka to send a car for 

iwa always listened in while Itsuki talked 
5 would sit in silence, watching Itsuki 

: i would hang up in frustration. 

to Itsuki in the evenings. Usually, 

i to bed first, and then return later, 

hout a sound and taking Itsuki into 


{nee 
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During the day, he treated Itsukj with 
indifference. But at night, Tokiwa held Itsuki so tightly 
he could barely breathe, crooning his name over ang 
over. After their lovemaking, Itsuki slept like a baby jn 
Tokiwa’s arms. . jh ' came in with a young man. 

In spite of all this, Tokiwa went back to acting want me to cut his hair?” the man said, 
cold again the next morning. He would wake Itsuki up, ; with interest. 
carry him to the sofa, give him food, take him to the “seemed to be Domueen than Itsuki, with 
bathroom. At night, Tokiwa bathed Itsuki first, and then hair and childish eyes. : 
washed himself. The rest of the time Tokiwa locked looks so pretty like this!” he protested, 
himself away in his workshop. During the day, Tokiwa Jong mane. “Are you really sure you 
always called Itsuki “Hashimoto.” p it off?” ‘ 

Tokiwa’s indifferent attitude, unreadable Aroun ” Toki i 
expressions, and sarcastic voice had all become room er ae 
familiar, The hands that cared for Itsuki were gentle, but 2 bed it shorter around the ears, or shall 


somewhat clinical. ‘ ; : © see how it looks?” the hairdresser asked 
No doubt about it, Tokiwa was definitely two SE emock around lisuki’s neck. He took a 


different people. A i ‘ » 
Who is this person? Itsuki would wonder whet F eee oror and 3 sqobns ea 


Tokiwa held him close at night. The next moming, 
when Tokiwa went back to his frosty self, Itsuki would 
remember his warm touch from the night before 
sigh. This hot and cold cycle repeated itself each day. 

Itsuki had no idea what Tokiwa’s intention 
were. He wanted to ask him, but couldn’t seem 0 
the words, plus he wasn’t sure how Tokiwa would evel 
react. So Itsuki spent most of the day staring into sPa® 
wondering what it all meant. 

Suddenly, Itsuki heard something outside. He Jooked 
out the window. A car he didn’t recognize was app 
the house. The driver stopped and blew the hom. 


heard Tokiwa go out the front door. For 
no one had been here, probably because 
Whoever the visitor was, Itsuki didn’t 
him. Suddenly, the living room door 


t want to cut my hair! Please stop!” Itsuki 
€ young man froze and instantly removed the 
but I’m not allowed to cut my hair,” 


asked me to do this. He said you were 
"t come to the salon,” the hairdresser 
d. Suddenly he brightened up, as if 
tood. “Oh! He probably didn’t tell you 
d hairdresser! I work at the salon near 
Ss my business card,” he said in a rush. 
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Itsuki had never heard of the salon 
“Today is actually my day off, | shouldny 
even be here. Don’t rat me out to the salon okay?” tha 
man said in a joking tone. 
He had come all this way, and now Itsuki was 
sending him away. Itsuki felt bad, but what could he do? 
Yamabe would be livid if he cut his hair 
“I’m truly sorry, but cutting my hair is not my 
decision,” Itsuki said, pulling it back into a ponytail 
again. 


“If growing it out wasn’t your choice, then why 
not cut it off?” someone snapped from the background: 
Itsuki’s heart nearly stopped. He didn’t need 
see Tokiwa’s face to know that he was in a bad mood. 
“Next time you bring me all the way up hem 
rout, Okaie 


make sure the person really wants a | 
y his tools 


Toki?” the young man huffed, packing « 
“But you can make it up to me. How about a tour of Your 
workshop and some coffee?” 
‘I'll give you coffee, but the workshop 18 off 
‘okiwa said. 
“Well, aren’t we the big cheese? I just wanted 
to— Hey, put those down!” the young man yelled q 
Itsuki felt someone lifting up his ponyitails 5 
then heard the scraping sound of scissors om the 
“Toki! What on earth are you doing 
hairdresser gasped. -you call 
“Just helping out,” Tokiwa snapped Le 
clean it up after I’m done.” all 
“It must have taken him years to groW oa 
hair!” the young man protested. “What giv©* ? 


fied) 
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right to chop it off?” 

“I have as much a right as he does!" 

barked. He threw down the scissors and ‘end 

f Itsuki touched the Tough ends of his hai, 

“pea ~ cut off his ponytail in one big chunk, and 
ir 
bys ere on the floor, He looked at himself 
Who am I now? 

} It felt strange not to feel the weight of his hai 
against his back. Itsuki’s waist-length hair w - nol 
only thing Yamabe liked about him, but he had loved 
running his fingers through it. Itsuki dreaded going back 
to Yamabe’s looking like this. He would just have to 
arg to Yamabe, tell him that it had been cut against 

; “Shall we just trim the ends for now?” the 
hairdresser asked, looking at Itsuki with pity, “You can’t 
g0 out looking like this.” ; 

“Please do,” Itsuki said, nodding. 

__ The hairdresser smiled with relief, and begal 
working like a seasoned professional. He was chat 
like most members of his profession, not seeming to Cam 
that Itsuki was unresponsive. As he babbled on, Itsult 
learned how he had met Tokiwa. 

The hairdresser’s brother-in-law was Tokiwa® 
high school friend. He had often met Tokiwa whet os 
visited his sister’s home. 

“But he’s so cold!” the young man complainees 
“Almost two months passed before | talked (0 ™ 
directly. Every year, the students at my ™ 


ol. We started talking while working 
Tokina 
away, always hired an established artist 
ess, This year it was Tokiwa. The 
were mostly involved with the 
ents had volunteered their time, so 
fairly large-scale. 

‘mostly supervises the parents, who 
ving a lot of fun with it,” the hairdresser 


uut he always seems kind of stuck-up, don’t 
he always that way?” 
ser giggled at Itsuki and continued 


t of the dads haven’t done arts and crafts 
th! They constantly slice their fingers 
g knives, but nobody complains. Toki 
‘out of watching them.” 
ng vaguely, Itsuki thought the whole thing 
but he knew Tokiwa would try anything 
ney. But working with kindergarteners? 
that the best thing he could do with his 
the hairdresser finished. 
e you go,” he said, handing Itsuki a mirror. 
say in the back?” 
had said “shoulder length” and the 
ed the directions to the letter. The cut 
what his hair used to look like, before 
‘He had the strange feeling of looking at 
n of himself. 
jaw and neckline, your hair looks 
. You look more like a real person 
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now,” the hairdresser said frankly, 
resembled an inanimate object, like a 
something,” 

“A potted plant?!” Itsuki choked. 

y “Yeah, you know, just sitting there, | wasn't 
sure if you were alive or dead. To tell you the truth, J 
wondered if you were a mannequin or something,” the 
hairdresser said earnestly, 

Itsuki wasn’t sure of what to say. 

“Oh! Sorry to be so rude!” the young man 
suddenly apologized, Noticing Itsuki’s discomfort, “ 
didn’t mean it like that! My boss always gets on my 
case about stuff like this, but I wasn’t trying to be mean! 
Really!” 

As the man desperately tried to save himself, 
Itsuki couldn’t help but smile a little. Maybe some 
people wouldn’t care for the man’s frankness, but Itsuki 
actually felt a little jealous of him. 

“Thank you for the haircut,” Itsuki said. “It 
looks just like it did back in the old days. Brings back 
memories.” - 

“Really? Glad to hear it,” the hairdresser said 
with relief. “Who knows, maybe I’m just not all that 
creative...” 2 

Now the hairdresser seemed _ itil 
uncomfortable. Itsuki was a stranger to him, after all. 

“You can shoot off your mouth like that because 
you’re independent,” Tokiwa said from the back: y 

“I work hard to be independent, so don’t iV 
a hard time! I climbed a mountain for you, remem™ 
the hairdresser hissed. 


“Before, 
Potted plant of 
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begged to come here a million times,” 
“Anyway, I’m paying you, so don’t 


ig man!” the young man said 
my coffee? Yay, thanks! But I take 


ent, I'll bring it,” Tokiwa replied, rolling 


er turned to Itsuki and giggled. 
great coffee, you know!” The 
ple joy suddenly made Itsuki feel 


do I owe you?” he asked. F 
worry about it,” the young man said. 
nent from the man who attacked you 


the haircut,” [tsuki protested. “Tokiwa 


sser blinked at Itsuki in disbelief. ; 
How much do I owe you?” Itsuki 


@ strange one. Are you really Toki’s 
er asked. ; 
quiet. The hairdresser gave him a 


you begged me not to cut it, Now 
me. Does Toki have some weird kind of 


P, Scissors boy. Have some respect for 
'strangers,” Tokiwa said, coming back 
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into the room. 
“Don’t call me that! It sounds like i 
: the tit 
some B-grade horror movie!” the hairdresser shal a 
glaring at Tokiwa. < 
“Shut up, or I’ll have to throw i 
: Hi you out. Sit 
and drink your coffee,” Tokiwa said curtly, but wae 
touch of humor. : é 
He set three cups of coffee on the tabl. 
fable, All off 
sudden, Itsuki felt out of place. — 
“I was only talking about the fee. This guy 
wants to pay for the haircut himself. What should I do?” 
the hairdresser whined, grabbing a cup. 
: “If you collect two fees, I’ll tell your boss,” 
Tokiwa threatened. 

" “If that was my plan, 1 wouldn’t tell you, would 
12” the hairdresser said, bristling. “I came here by yout 
request, and finally got a chance to tour the house. Let 
see the workshop and I won’t charge for the haircut!” 

‘ “I don’t let anybody see it, so stop asking!” 
Tokiwa said firmly. 
“Pfft! You're soooo uptight,” the hairdresset 
pouted. 
' Tokiwa smiled at him again, like he used (0 
smile at Itsuki back when they were friends 
Tokiwa never smiled at him that way now. 

‘ Sitting on the sofa, Itsuki felt awkward 
wished he could disappear, Was this hairdresser 
Tokiwa’s friend? Did Tokiwa have any other lovers? 

Before, Tokiwa’s private life had always ™ 
shrouded in mystery. The young sculptors gos 
about everybody, but had only one thing to say © 
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holic. 

e beginning, Tokiwa had made a point of 

it his private life, but nobody assumed he 

srs just because he didn’t talk about it. 

+k around Itsuki’s neck suddenly felt 
vy. He removed it carefully, taking care 

Joose bits of hair, All the while, Tokiwa 

esser continued their conversation. 

row’s your last day on the project, right? 
y place for lunch? I can make fried rice 

g man suggested. 

scissors boy,” Tokiwa scoffed 

dly. “They’re giving us lunch boxes 

But I'd pass on your cooking 


Nobody gets food poisoning in the 
teased back. 

Iki had never acted this casually with Tokiwa, 

e past. 

he coming with you tomorrow?” the 
ed, pointing to Itsuki. 

ears perked up. He saw the hairdresser 


no idea what we’re talking about, does 
ning? I don’t know what he could help 
The hairdresser meant no ill will, he 
being honest. 

@ raised his eyebrows and pretended to 

is fist, 

punched me! I'll report you to the 
ng me!” the hairdresser shrieked. 
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: “How many times do | have to tell you to 
think before you speak? Will you ever get it)” Tokiwg 
growled. 

“AW, ¢’mon!” the young man protested “He can 
walk a little, can’t he? So he could ride in your car! 

“What are you talking about?” Tokiwa asked 
warily. 

“Well, there’s no wheelchair,” the young man: 
replied, “At any rate, all that’s left is manual labor. There 
wouldn't be anytl.ing for him to do anyway.” 

Itsuki had no desire to respond, but was getting 
interested in this project they kept talking about. 

“All I was saying was perhaps you should 
choose your words more carefully before speaking,” 
Tokiwa said, 

“Hey, wait a minute! Don’t pull me like thatl” 
the hairdresser suddenly protested, Tokiwa had grabbed 
his shoulders and was dragging him out of the living 
room. 

“What are you doing?!” the young man yelled: 

Itsuki heard muffled voices from the hallway: 
Tokiwa returned 20 minutes later, He looked at Itsuki 
untouched coffee and frowned. 

“Don’t want any?” he asked. a 

Itsuki shook his head. Tokiwa put the CUPS 
the tray and left the living room. Itsuki thought of ] 
young man again, 

Are you really Toki friend? 4 

Itsuki had been unable to answer this 0 
which made him question his role in Tokiwa$ li 
again, 
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day, Tokiwa looked at Itsuki coldly, 
terest. During the night, Tokiwa 
let Itsuki talk about what was 


« 


Tokiwa seemed to see him as 
property on loan from Yamabe. The 
but it was just Tokiwa. He abruptly 
‘You probably want to wash your 


kk him to the changing room, 
covered his casts with plastic bags. 
chair in the bathroom and rinsed his 
noticed that there was something 
a When he carried him back to the 


ly, Tokiwa would hand Itsuki fresh clothes 
€. This time, he sat down next to him. 
Say anything, Tokiwa began drying 
care. Itsuki peered between the spaces 
Tokiwa’s gaze. 

itly stopped and let the towel drop. 
s through Itsuki’s hair, stroking his 
He touched Itsuki’s ears, the nape 
his temples again. Tokiwa seemed 
With wonder at the sight of some 


<iwa whispered. 
called Itsuki by his first name 
itimacy of his voice sent shivers 
: Tokiwa caressed Itsuki’s cheek. 
unable to respond, but for some 


isd 
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reason, he didn’t feel the urge to flee. 

Tokiwa moved closer and kissed Itsuki’s eyelids, 
his temples, his cheeks, and the bridge of his nose, He 
gently bit Itsuki’s chin, then covered Itsuki's mouth with 
his own. 

This was the first time Tokiwa had kissed him 
so gently. Tokiwa sought to explore the inside of Itsuki’s 
mouth. As Tokiwa slipped in his tongue, Itsuki’s whole 
body tingled, feeling the familiar warmth and taste of 
tobacco, 


Right now, Tokiwa’s fingers were as warm ashis 
own skin, fresh from the bath. Before, Tokiwa’s hands 
had always seemed cold. The bath water must have 
warmed Tokiwa’s hands, but the unexpected sensation 
was disconcerting for Itsuki. 

After a long kiss, Itsuki flinched as Tokiwa 
licked the corner of his eyes. Tokiwa pulled Itsuki’s head 
close to his chest, gently caressing his body Itsuki could 
have easily escaped, but it didn’t even occur to him. — 

Tokiwa was silent. He lay down on the sofawitl 
Itsuki snuggled against him, and stroked his short half. 
Itsuki smelled tobacco on Tokiwa’s sweater, just likeo™ 
the bed sheets, 


, the sky was clear and beautiful, 

They had breakfast earlier than 

d Itsuki to the car, Tokiwa had 

ed shirt and a well-worn pair of 

Itsuki realized that Tokiwa must have 
him like this, 

going somewhere?” Itsuki asked 


ing to paint something. It’s the perfect 
said mysteriously. 

d confused. Tokiwa smirked at 
the seat to play with Itsuki’s hair. 
seemed to have changed overnight. 
ut the long, gentle kiss they shared 
a touched him differently now. He 
checking to see if the Itsuki he’d 


been different last night, too. Tokiwa 
kissed his hair, but attempted nothing 
ed him to want sex, but Tokiwa 
Sleep. Itsuki fell asleep in Tokiwa’s 


d to be in an unusually good 
as they drove down the mountain. 
; then he saw the scenery before 


bid) 
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them—houses on a white beach, a dee blu 
bright blue sky. The rich colors Binipletety dacctol 
On his first time up the mountain, t é 
had been obscured by snow. 

They drove into a residential area bordered by 
greenery, where the blue sea peeked in between the 
houses. The colors looked stunning to Itsuki, after years 
of living in a place with no ocean and few trees, They 
travelled down a seaside road for a while before Tokiwa 
stopped the car. 

Itsuki saw a small building, a playground, anda 
colorful sign near a parking lot. 

This must be the kindergarten school, he thought. 
Tokiwa had been working on a project to commemoralt 
the young students who were about to graduate, Today 
was the last day, so there were lots to do, [tsuki wondered 
how he could help in his condition. 

“Uh, guess I’ll just stay here in the car,” he 
mumbled, 

Tokiwa frowned at him. 

“Tl just get in your way,” tsuki protested: 
“Please go without me, sensei.” 

“Don’t be stupid,” Tokiwa replied, getting out of 
the car, “I want you to help with painting. And dom : 
me sensei, okay?” 

He unloaded a wheelchair and told Its 


he spectacular view 


ki to sit 
down. ; 

Did he borrow this from somebody? 
wondered, Then he saw a familiar name on the 
of the chair, So Tokiwa had never taken it back #9 
hospital. He must have wanted to carry Itsuki 4 
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t try to do it in public. 
of paint are we using?” Itsuki asked 


d, so it should be easy to work 
to show the children how to paint, 
all be ready by now. Let’s wait for 


hed Itsuki’s wheelchair under the 
, and introduced him to a woman 


Hashimoto, Thank you for helping 
nodding at Itsuki. 

to-san was the principal, a fifty- 
with a gentle smile. 
to meet you,” 


Itsuki replied 
hey chatted together for a while, some 
a blue vinyl tarp and set out brushes 
aint. Other parents unloaded four long 
from a truck. 
making totem poles,” the principal told 
n will decorate it with paint, and then 
in the playground later today.” 
Itsuki replied, looking at the work area. 
n poles were at least nine feet tall and 
iameter. Human faces had been carved 


2” the principal said proudly. “The 
faces first, then they were traced onto 

ved by the parents.” 

Poles were placed atop some tables 
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in the middle of the tarp. Tokiwa carefi A 
each carved face, making sure everything aa 
A parent stood at the ready with a sheet of “ rn 
following Tokiwa’s instructions, — 

“Hey, there! Glad you could com 

called out, 

Itsuki turned to see the young hairdres 

was wiping the sweat from his face with his cleo _ 

“T knew it! You look soooo much better with 
short hair!” he babbled. “Well, of course it didn’t hurt 
that you had the best hairdresser in town!” 

“Yes, thank you,” Itsuki 
embarrassed. 

“Glad you like it. I was so happy when Toki told 
me he liked it, too,” : 

’ The hairdresser playfully ruffled his hair, Itsuki 
smiled weakly, finding it impossible to dislike him, 

“Sorry about yesterday,” the young man went 
on, “I didn’t mean to be ajerk, I just figured you couldn't 
help us here today, Please don’t hate me!” 

. “No, no, don’t worry about it,” [tsuki assured 
him. “I’m wondering the same thing myself.” 

: “Really? Why are you here then?” the 
hairdresser chattered on. “Sorry, I’m being rude again! 
Don’t listen to me!” 

Suddenly someone called his name, and he 
ran off looking relieved. Most of the students 
arrived with their parents, and were hanging out 0M 
the playground, chatting and laughing with each o 
Itsuki thought about what the hairdresser had said. 

Why are you here then? 


ie!” someone 


said, 


feeling 
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nted to know the answer to that 
hy did Tokiwa want him by his side? 

m that way? Itsuki needed to know 

thinking and feeling. 

‘time to start painting, The principal 

the children. 

know if you need some help,” Itsuki 
n just stared at him, 

took him up on his offer. 


q 


d I paint the hair?” a boy worried. 
is giving me trouble,” someone else 


ed them as best as he could, getting 
it in the process. No wonder Tokiwa 
coveralls. 

been years since Itsuki had been with 
felt a little bewildered, but it was fun 
em work, and he began smiling in spite of 


four totem poles, but each child had 
all area to paint. Before long, each pole 
th vibrant colors. With the work finally 
‘body stopped for lunch. 

brought Itsuki a lunch box and a cup 
around, wondering what to do. 
‘come here! No fun eating by yourself, 
ne!” the hairdresser called out to him. 
tsuki could protest, the young man 
air to the edge of the garden, where a 
with her parents. 
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“Hey, big sister, big brother! 1) 
was telling you about, Toki’s notorious friend,” the 
hairdresser said boisterously. “Toki took off som vil 
so he was eating lunch all by himself. Anyway, I'm 
gonna grab some grub before they run out!” 

He ran off, leaving Itsuki behind, Itsuki su 
remembered that this brother-in-law had been Tokiwa’s 
childhood friend, but they had never been introduced, 

“You're Hashimoto, right? Hashimoto Ttsuki?” 
the man asked politely. 

Itsuki nodded. Earlier that morning, he heard 
Tokiwa call him “Aota,” 

“I knew it. So you two finally had a chance to 
see each other. Glad to hear that,” Aota said sincerely, 

“Pardon me?” Itsuki asked, 
“Tokiwa has been looking for you for a long 
time,” Aota revealed. 

Aota’s words made Itsuki shiver. Just then, hi 

heard a chipper voice nearby, E. 

“Sorry to make you wait! Look who I found! 
the hairdresser bubbled. He was carrying enough bento 
for five people, followed by Tokiwa. who was looking 
exasperated. F 

“You can’t just kidnap people like this,” TokiW® 
snapped, “Didn’t you hold somebody captive before 

“I have no idea what you're talking aboub 
didn’t do anything!” the young man said. 

“Well, I didn’t come here freely. Oh, sorry, ABs 
didn’t see you there,” Tokiwa mumbled, grabbing © 
handles of Itsuki’s wheelchair. 5lac 

Looking a bit bewildered, the hairdresser P™ 


his is who | 
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iki’s lap. Now he had two of them. 
him somewhere shady,” Tokiwa 

g from his illness.” 
, but why didn’t you introduce me to 


iti already, why do you need an 
a replied smoothly. “Anyway, we 


ser nodded toward a group of 
o over there?” he suggested to his 
” 


“you later,” Tokiwa said casually, He 
‘back under the eaves of the building. 

‘t mind being by myself, really,” Itsuki 
with your friends, Tokiwa-sensei.” 

't be here if I didn’t want to be. You 
And don’t call me sensei!” Tokiwa 
ince to the schoolhouse had a concrete 
hy staircase for the children. Tokiwa 
chair at the foot of the stairs and 


cold?” Tokiwa asked, [tsuki shook his 
‘and eat your lunch. It’s almost time to 
” 


relieved that he didn’t have to eat 
He spread out his lunch and 

Aota’s words. 

had a chance to see each other: 

S been looking for you for a long 
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om glanced at Tokiwa, who w. 
ue i 

neck cs inoue, etal 
sie = eon oe face as he worked, It val 
Pass gnized from watching Tokiwa in 
Suddenly bead sited es 
away, 


‘as tying a navy 


; “Um,” Itsuki stammered. “Will water-based 
paint really work for this project? Won't the totem poles 
be outside?” 

“This water-based paint is actually weather 
proof,” Tokiwa assured him. “Why don’t you ty 
experimenting with it? You could paint my bam, I 
wouldn’t mind.” } 

“But it’s so big! What if I messed it up?” Itsuki 
worried, 

“T'll buy the paint for you and help prepare the 
surface,” Tokiwa suggested. 

d Itsuki wasn’t sure how to respond to Tokiwa’s 
kind offer. Luckily, it was time to go back to work. 

Tokiwa stood up, taking his empty bento box 
with him. 

“Go ahead and finish your lunch,” he told tsuki 
before walking away. 

Itsuki picked up his chopsticks, but the food 
now seemed less appetizing. ae 

“Hey, mister, does your leg hurt?” a little voice 
called out, 

Itsuki saw a little girl whose face seem 
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d was tilted to one side as she stared at 


painting, she had worked calmly 
os. Many of the children had just 
‘ing paint all over their clothes, but 
section with a quiet patience. Then, 
st finished, she paused. 

’s wrong?” Itsuki had asked her. 

know what color to use now,” she 
ny and Daddy said to choose whatever 
[like are different from everybody 


you should do what your Mommy 

aid,” Itsuki replied with a smile. “It’s your 
all. Heck, I once made a picture with a 

s and serious manner reminded Itsuki 

ster. When she was in kindergarten, their 
en them to the sea for a picnic. Itsuki had 

inting with watercolors. 

his mother and sister frolicked in the sand, 


Birl squatted next to Itsuki’s wheelchair 
him. 


hurt both of your legs? Do they hurt a 
n. 

<i nodded, “I had a little accident. My 

completely healed.” 
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“Hope you get better soon,” she s; 
gently petting his cast with her tiny hand, 
Itsuki was at a loss for words, 
She continued petting his cast, then lool 
os St, ked 
Itsuki with a serious face, “It’s aa 
i good to put 
Pay put your hands 


aid ji nnocently, 


“Your hands?” Itsuki echoed. 
’ “Mommy says it will heal faster that way,” the 
little girl said with conviction. ] 

: Itsuki nodded. The little girl held her hand 
against the cast as if to warm it, A few minutes later, she 
took her hand away, 

“Thank you, It hurt before, but it feels better 
now,” Itsuki told her, 

She responded with a happy smile. Just them, 
her parents called her, She went running back into the 
yard and jumped into her father’s arms, squealing with 
giggles. The scene made Itsuki feel nostalgic for his 
own childhood, and he wished he could paint a picture 
of them. It had been so long since he'd had the urge 
paint, 

Since he’d been with Yamabe, [tsuki had not 
painted a single picture. Yamabe would have given hilt 
art supplies, but Itsuki just never felt like painting 

He looked over and saw that the parents 
Started to erect the totem poles. The bases US 
Support them had already been installed. The 
would be inserted into them, and then held oredt 
cement was poured into each foundation. an a 

As the adults busied themselves with © 
process, the children drew pictures to pass M® 


Gentle Cage 129 
from his wheelchair, feeling bored. 
you being such a wallflower, 


Itsuki’s eyes met those of Tokiwa’s 
e had come to the building to fetch 
it was smudged on his cheek and 


ne here to help, so you might as well 
en’t you bored here by yourself?” Aota 


’t want to get in Tokiwa-sensei’s way,” 


Tf you were in the way, Tokiwa would 
you know. Besides, Tokiwa is able to 
is of distraction.” Aota grinned, pointing to 


laughed. 
yway, he always says it’s better to get in 
| Something with your own hands,” Aota 


experience, you mean?” Itsuki 


odded. “Yes. If you just look at something, 
‘it’s hot or cold, hard or soft. That’s what 
5,” 

his shoulders while looking at the 


ple, tofu is soft,” Aota continued. 
wrong way, it will crumble. But no 
somebody explains this to you, 
ehend. You’ve got to get your 
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hands on a whole block, make miso soup! Yo 
really understand something you've never exye Mt 
first hand.” B You've never experienged 

“Is that so,” Itsuki murmured, wonder 
Aota thought of him. <a 
tick “You may be injured, but your sense of touch 
is still fine,” Aota assured him. “You can’t understand 
something just by looking and listening. The principal of 
this school shares this philosophy, thank goodness.” 

After that long speech, Aota abruptly changed 
the subject saying, “I forgot to ask you before, but did 
you get a chance to look at that picture book?” 

“Um, what picture book?” Itsuki asked. 

“You'mean he never gave it to you?”Aota said 
incredulously. “Tokiwa asked me to buy it for him. He 
said it was your favorite artist. That was six years ago, 
before I got married.” 

Itsuki’s eyes widened when Aota mentioned the 
artist’s name. He was Itsuki’s favorite artist. Aota Was 
talking about the book Tokiwa had carelessly left neat 
the sofa. 

“I did get to see that book. Thank you for your 
trouble,” Itsuki said. 

Aota beamed. “Thank Tokiwa, not me. Whea he 
found out I would be near the museum, he begged me 
to buy that book. He even took me out for drinks a # 
reward. It’s not like him to ask for favors like that. Latet 
T heard that he had lost touch with you.” 3 to 

Aota smiled again, and then excused himself 7 
return to work. Itsuki couldn’t get Aota’s words out oh” 
mind. Tokiwa had bought the book especially for him 
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ago, that artist had published a 
tings, but by the time Itsuki had 
it, the book had long been out of 
k at Tokiwa’s house was different, but 
collection, and Itsuki was touched by 
bered telling Tokiwa about his 
used bookstores, searching for books 
artist. He was amazed that Tokiwa had 
that conversation. 

ago. That would have been two years 
Tokiwa out of his life. 


d on Tokiwa’s philosophy. For a 
ki had neither touched nor been touched 
had not been the case when he lived 
He would roughhouse with his friends 
sister. After he met Tokiwa, he felt so 
things. Back then, it was normal to touch 


fter Itsuki left his family’s home, Yamabe 

son he ever touched. When Yamabe 

only to play with his hair. 

m, a few nights ago, Tokiwa had grasped 
- Itsuki felt goosebumps the first time 

him that way. He was unaccustomed 

‘Person’s warmth, and his exposed skin 
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had felt a riot of sensations. when he moved into Yamabe’s 
Itsuki had completely forgotten how it felt to be 
touched. He thought of this when the little girl stroked Jong time, he didn’t draw anything. 


his cast, almost feeling her gentleness through the thick g here I want to draw, he told 


plaster. Even that limited contact had been completely 
just stopped looking around him? 


foreign to Itsuki over the past eight years. u 
He always felt like a doll with Yamabe. Not you going to draw?” the little girl 


a doll to be loved and held, but a doll to be kept ina 
glass case. A doll to be looked at through glass, never 
removed, never touched. 

Itsuki had resigned himself to life inside that 
glass case, and no longer hoped another person might 
touch him. 

“Hey, mister, let’s draw a picture.” in! Timow,” he said slowly. 

The little girl from before tugged on his sleeve. little girl said, handing him a navy 
Itsuki looked over. She was holding a tiny easel. She set color as Tokiwa’s bandanna. 
down her crayon box and then sat down next to it. kil crayon glide across the white paper. 

“Don’t you want to see them set up the totem ir looked dazzling to Itsuki’s eyes. 
poles?” Itsuki asked her. J q 

“Nah! I want to draw a a picture with you,” she 
said. “You can use my crayons.” it day, Itsuki held a paintbrush for the first 

She drew a line on her paper with her a S in a comer of Tokiwa’s workshop, 
crayon. Itsuki thought of Tokiwa’s words. olor to a rough sketch. Suddenly, Tokiwa 

Have you made any pictures lately? lis drawing table and started searching 


That was the first thing Tokiwa had aske ‘a shelf. He took down a thick book 
Yamabe’s place. When Itsuki told him he'd quit Itsuki could tell by Tokiwa’s 


art, Tokiwa had looked grim. Itsuki felt ashamed 10 imeweater—that his work was still 
think of that now. nd 
Itsuki drew because he liked to draw- He J 
desire to show his drawings to others, he simply 
for the fun of it. 


times, Tokiwa had asked the same 
O about the scene with the girl and 
‘the unmistakable urge to draw for the 
s. That precious feeling pouring from 


.d himat 


Workshop was nothing like Yamabe’s, 
uipped with large-scale machinery. 
eamed their keep by working 


134 You Shiizaki 

there. Tokiwa’s studio, on the other hand, Was quite 
modest. He simply couldn’t afford the fancy stuff, 
even an assistant. 1 * 

During the planning stage, he only needed g: 
desk and some paper. Tokiwa kept the bare minimum 
of equipment on hand, renting anything else he might 
need. To tell the truth, Tokiwa seemed to have no desine 
to inherit Yamabe’s workshop. 

Itsuki looked relaxed as he worked. After that 
day at the kindergarten school, Tokiwa no longer carried 
Itsuki to the sofa, but brought him into the workshop 
instead. The first time, Tokiwa bundled Itsuki in a long 
coat, wrapped his legs in a blanket, and sat him downon 
a chair in front of a table. 

Itsuki had always enjoyed watching people 
make things. It was even more enjoyable to wath 
Tokiwa, but he was careful to stay out of his way. 

He had only seen Tokiwa’s studio once before, 
now he could look at everything: the preliminaly 
sketches on the walls, model pieces and wo0e 
carvings that Tokiwa had made for fun. Tokiwa smiled 
as he noticed Itsuki craning his neck to look around, 
moved his chair to accommodate him. 3 

Itsuki had spent most of the morning looking # 
one shelf in particular. The time passed quickly 3% 
touched the things he could reach, comparing er 
pieces he’d seen in real life to the prototypes he he 
his hands. F 

They moved to the living room for lum 
and afterwards, Itsuki was returned to the W . 
where Tokiwa gave him a sketchbook and a 5% 
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h a muttered instruction of, “Play with 
7” 


v s unable to respond right away, and 


frases twitching this morning,” 


that Tokiwa had noticed this subtle 
prised Itsuki and ignited passion in his 


ook and paints were brand new. 
<s as Tokiwa returned to his work. 
nd in acknowledgement, his back still 


down and opened the sketchbook. 
ut the whiteness of the drawing paper the 
irl had given him yesterday, and the rich 
blue crayon. 
furiously the whole afternoon, 
him to stop. After years without 
inted to keep on going. 
saw Tokiwa working in front of the 
ed to watch him. Tokiwa looked over 
ig Itsuki’s gaze. He stubbed out his 
S ashtray and came to Itsuki’s side. 
fe something you need? Are you cold?” 


he, thanks,” Itsuki said hastily. 

. was cold in spite of the heater, 
that Itsuki was warmly dressed, 
Self just wore his usual sweater and 
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Tokiwa glanced at Itsuki’s sketchbook. 

“What lovely colors,” he commented, 

Itsuki was painting an unusual landscape that 
included the inside of Tokiwa’s workshop, as wel] as the 
sea and sky seen through the window. On previous Pages 
were paintings of things he’d recently seen, including 
Tokiwa’s garden. ; 

Itsuki. 

Tokiwa called his name softly. Itsuki came tohis 
senses as Tokiwa stole his breath again with a deep kiss, 
Tokiwa traced the line of Itsuki’s lips and their tongues 
danced together in Itsuki’s mouth. Itsuki’s shoulders 
trembled at the familiar heat and scent of tobacco. The 
hand that caressed Itsuki’s hair tightened into a fist 
grasping the strands. 

As their lips parted, Itsuki’s own moans spilled 
from his throat, his cheeks burning. Flustered, ltsuki 
tumed his head away, only to have Tokiwa pull it back 
and kiss the tip of his nose. Itsuki sighed with pleasure«s 
Tokiwa brushed his fingers though his hair. 

Itsuki no longer felt the urge to resist 

Since the day of the kindergarten project 
Tokiwa had visibly changed. He was no longer chi 
and indifferent to Itsuki during the day, nor forceful 
night. He was simply pleasant to be with. Night and oy 
he would croon Itsuki’s name in that soft, deep vole 

When they were together in the workshoPs 
he would look at Itsuki’s sketches from time '© 
and offer advice. He would touch Itsuki gently be” 
returning to his own worktable. He would never 
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liked that Tokiwa was watching over 
jt had been when they were friends, 

to go back in time together, 

had changed. 

longer pushed Itsuki for sex, never 

kissing or caressing. Every night, 

y wrapped in Tokiwa’s arms, and woke 

g to Tokiwa’s face. Tokiwa would hold 

him. That was all. 

| felt that Tokiwa treasured him now. 

yt a man of many words, but Itsuki knew 

shed over him protectively with kind 


thought about it, Tokiwa had been 
him right from the start. If this had not 
would have never rescued Itsuki when 
‘or given him his pain medication in 
first night. 

va had cared for Itsuki all along, but it had 
while to realize this. 

s hand touched his own, which was 
Paintbrush. He let go of the brush at 
urging and curled his hand into a loose 


© a break before it hurts,” Tokiwa advised. 
.” Itsuki murmured. “I’m taking 


then,” Tokiwa replied, his face so close 
d feel his breath on his lips. He stroked 
vith his fingers. Tokiwa’s hand was 
than Itsuki’s, perhaps due to the 
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Physical nature of his work. Itsuki’s looked 
Consparizon and he giggled when he thought about 
oo ‘Your legs aren’t cold, are they?" Tokiwg 
: “I have the blankets and the heater” i 
replied. “I’m more worried about you than ee Aa 
you cold, sensei, er, I mean, Tokiwa?” ~_ 
“I’m used to it. I’ve always had 
tolerance for heat and cold,” Tokiwa said soll 
suddenly glancing at the blanket wrapped around Itsuki’s 
legs. “Shall we go to the hospital tomorrow? The Tight 
leg isn’t healed yet, but I think the cast is ready to come 
off the other, don’t you think so?” ; 
“Yes.” Itsuki nodded. “Tomorrow.” 
That word made his heart ache. 
Although the right leg still hurt, the pain in his 
left ankle had completely vanished, If he had something 
to lean on, he could walk on his own. 
If there was no problem with his left leg. he 
could probably return to Yamabe’s side tomorrow. He 
could borrow crutches from the hospital, and the station 
wasn’t far from there. He could catch a train there, 
take a taxi. 
But he found the idea very depressing. 
For that matter, he could probably go home 
today. Even if he couldn’t use the phone, he could use 
a walking stick instead of a cane, and go limping 10 the 
nearest house, borrow the phone and call a cab. oF 
Kasaoka to come meet him. Then it would be over. 

It had only really snowed-in the first few day$ % 
Tokiwa’s house. From that point on, he wasn’t €xacl 
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would have been easy to borrow a 
e reason, Itsuki didn’t even try. He 


Tokiwa coming closer and looked 
face for a gentle kiss. Itsuki closed 
a’s long, cold fingers stroking 
sIt dizzy as Tokiwa gently nibbled his 
d his arms around his waist. 

e+ cage was like a glass case for a doll, 
like a baby's swaddling blanket, Itsuki 


nside a glass case cannot disobey its 
ean do is stare through the clear glass 

) world. 

baby blanket protects a child against 

sun, and softly covers the skin without 
't move when you’re wrapped in it, but 

€ it at any time. 

had not asked for the sketchbook or 

y two days after receiving them, he had 

page with color. Only a few blank 


art supplies, a sketchbook, and 
on. Tokiwa had given him everything he 

ind was kinder than Itsuki ever could have 

iki felt like he would cry. 

V Itsuki realized that Tokiwa’s cage was 

nce he understood this, there was no 


d finally found peace in the arms of this 
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man. Itsuki felt the warmi 
began to ache. 

js was his last chance to be 
: 80 see Yamabe with you 
Until then, you'll Stay here with me. 
Only five days away. Th: ' 
Pe ingen , ty. That would be 
Fata with Tokiwa, he would have to 
Whether or not Toki 
» M ; wa agreed to be Y; " 
oh — wibeows t stay at Yamabe’s house foe a 
: ay " ‘ 
Epi no 'yS at most, though he’d probably leave 
After that, Itsuki would Tetum to his daily life 


as Yamabe’s pet. Th ra 
aeeenenrs Pe ~ at was Itsuki’s lot, the life he had 


with Tokiwa like 
two week fi 


Tetum tg 


Itsuki heard the phone ringi A 
released him from his tte € ringing and Tokiwa 


oe caressed his back with one large hand 
Haas me a at renee’ and their eyes met. Itsukis 
3 <n 
seotesi, at when he saw Tokiwa’s lovilg 
me be back,” Tokiwa said. 
le gently pecked Itsuki on the li the 
, : pecke lips and left 
Pci rte i - entire body tingle. No matter how 
pew ie ‘0 calm down, he couldn’t stop glancing # 
Tokiwa returned soy i Q / 
passed the phone to Itsuki. elle 


“It’s for you,” he said. “From Yamabe.” 


ith of Tokiwa’s lips and Ais hag 


from nog 


the eng 
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d, but Tokiwa had already left the 


d. Kasaoka had called him yesterday, 
mabe was getting worse. Itsuki 
would contact him directly in 


t that scoundrel’s house?” Yamabe 
if you'll still like it better over 


ally talkative. He complained. 
treating him like an invalid, not even 
to eat. He even had to stop working on 
the liveliest conversation Itsuki had 
famabe, though the sensei sounded like he 
sound healthier than he really was. 
d spent eight years together. As a result, 
about Yamabe’s health and mood than 
d. Though he couldn’t see Yamabe in 
tld tell from his voice that he was feeling 


‘terrible of me, causing you trouble until 
Yamabe said. “If Tokiwa refuses to 
it can’t be helped. Come home as soon 
s right.” 
paused a second. Itsuki got the 
old man was smiling bitterly. 
er thought Id feel this lonely without you 
be told him. “I can’t say this to Kasaoka, 
'd come home as soon as possible.” 
nusual for Yamabe to speak so openly, 
back his reply. It was the first time Itsuki 
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had heard Yamabe admit to feeling vulnerable. he should have told Yamabe about, 
Itsuki knew Yamabe could face down 
opponent. The old man preferred not to st: 
weaknesses and always maintained his di 
from his lovers, 

Yamabe’s condition must be even worse thay 
Kasaoka had let on. Itsuki felt intensely guilty as this 
realization sunk in. 

“I'm sorry, I'll try to,” he assured Yamabe, “In fi 
the meantime, eat well and get plenty of rest. Don’t push 
yourself too hard.” 

“Don’t worry, Kasaoka’s making me behave” 
Yamabe told Itsuki. “But everything just tastes bad to 
me. I’ve either lost my sense of taste or it’s because y 
you're not here.” 2 Itsuki began. Id it 

Itsuki was familiar with Yamabe’s sulking, and cut off by a glare so hard and cold i 
knew what the man was driving at. ae d. 

“Ican probably come home tomorrow or the day u going back? Toki vaio 
after,” Itsuki said. “Until then, please take of yoursel eee much worse, » 
and don’t forget your medicine. I'll be checking with but I need Ee reves) 1 for 
Kasaoka and the cook to make sure you're stil! eating: Go running the second A mH aoe 

“Okay, then,” Yamabe replied, sounding happiet wled. ‘I'd like to tell you to ‘she 
and more relaxed. age youreally want to go bec 

“Tl call again later,” Itsuki promised. “You 
sound tired, please rest now.” 

“Maybe I am tired. Well, I'll get to bed and took 
forward to seeing you soon,” Yamabe said chee 
then hung up the phone. 


% violated the contract that forbids 
Worse yet, he had reciprocated 
Staring at the silent phone, Itsuki 
‘know how Tokiwa perceived their 
rate, their two weeks were almost 
phone was snatched away from him. 
oked up in surprise. At some point, 
up on him from behind. Tokiwa 
dset’s power button, then dropped it on 
le. The hard noise echoed throughout the 


how his own 
stance, eyey 


Ttsuki 


ked up at Tokiwa’s sharp tone and was 


iid have told him you were staying 
s,” Tokiwa said sharply. “In case 
i T'll remind you again—I have no 
Itsuki turned off the handset. j ave 
He could have gone home days ago. Now E ting you leave — then. You'll just 
was filled with shame at his own cowardice. Thet® fith it for five more days. 
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“But I can’t!” Itsuki protested. “| Promised to catch in his throat. 

Yamabe-sensei I'd be home as soon as Possible, ace was markedly different from 
only reason for staying here was because | couldn i s that grasped his chin and the arm that 
drive with my injury.” yaist held him so tightly that his bones felt 

Itsuki stopped. He was unable to continue, crushed. 
silenced by Tokiwa’s angry look. Tokiwa said nothing, 
but Itsuki knew that this was probably the worst of it 
Tokiwa seldom bothered himself with anything beyond 
his work, and he was not a person who was angered 
easily. Itsuki experienced a strange sense of déja ww 
nonetheless. 

“Do you really want to go home already?” 
Tokiwa asked in a low growl. “With just one phone call, 
one command, you change your loyalties completely. 
He’s done an amazing job of breaking your will, hasn't 
he? Did he use your family to threaten you, is that how 
he trained you so well?” 

It took a few seconds for Tokiwa’s words to sink 


he tried to push him away, Itsuki was 
strength, and he let his arms fall 


e cried out. 

| reached over the chair and caressed 
his clothes. Itsuki knew where this 
his body tensed with fear, remembering 
t lovemaking of previous nights. 

| hips lurched as Tokiwa probed his 
Tokiwa stripped the blanket from 
him out of the chair, and tossed his 


s unable to make a sound. Tokiwa fixed 
gaze that seemed to freeze any questions 
hen a tiny whimper escaped from Itsuki’s 
his lower lip, then kissed him so 
breathe. Tokiwa tore Itsuki’s shirt off, 
s on the floor. 
bled helplessly at the urgency of 


in. 


“D-don’t be rude!” Itsuki exclaimed. “Yamabe 

isn’t that kind of person!” E 
“Please explain how a person who sends his 
beloved personal assistant to a stranger's house as 08 
isn’t ‘that kind of person.’ I’d really like to kn0oW 
Tokiwa yelled back. Caresses. Tokiwa sunk his teeth into 
But—” “ pinching his nipples hard. Itsuki 

Before Itsuki could respond, Tokiwa kissed Tokiwa pinned Itsuki’s wrists 


so deeply, he was totally restrained. His fruitless S™¥& 
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to struggle. Tokiwa clicked his tongue he 


essly af 
Itsuki’s helpless state. The next momen 


ripped his clothes all the way off and gripped 
of Itsuki’s knees. 

Itsuki bit his lip as he felt Tokiwa’s fin ers 
and hot, wet tongue start probing his asshole. Tok wa's 
behavior seemed rushed and merciless compared to other 
nights. Ignoring the look of fear in Itsuki’s eye Tokiwa 
mechanically proceeded, like it was some d | duty 
he just had to perform. Itsuki’s emotiona Tess at 
Tokiwa’s wild behavior was worse than the physical 


Tokiwa 
the back 


pain he felt. The skin that had once been inflamed with 
passion now felt as cold as ice, and he was unable 
to move. 

Annoyed by Itsuki’s silent trembli okiwa 
suddenly stopped. Looking down at Itsuki with cold 


indifference, he yanked his hips closer. He didn’t bother 
undressing, and just unzipped the front of his jeans and 
took out his cock. Then Tokiwa entered Itsuki as the sofa 


creaked. The pain was so intense that Itsuki felt as if he 


was being torn apart. 

Tokiwa paid no mind to Itsuki’s suffering. He 
pulled on Itsuki’s hips with all his might, thrusting W ith 
violent pressure that caused Itsuki to ery out in pain q ng 
world went white before his eyes with Tokiwa so deeP 
inside him 


ris first 
lize 
had 


A cold sweat ran down Itsuki’s spine. F 
time had not been this brutal, and he was force 


how gentle Tokiwa had been with him then. Tokiw : int 
never looked at Itsuki this cruelly before. Itsuki truly 4i¢ 
understand what had pushed Tokiwa this far. 
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Tokiwa’s anger made Itsuki’s 
As Tokiwa mercilessly thrust into him, 


thought about how Tokiwa h: 
’ lad been on! 
before. The previous nights, Itsuki had aie tad 


heart ache, 


each morning. They had Spent time together Cocos 


a little past six. The room was 
an atmosphere of peace and quiet. Maybe Tokiwa kr on : 


ff, and the sky was dim outside. 
‘out of bed, but his body was instantly 
-and he was forced to sink back into 


pain disappeared, Itsuki realized he 
droom. Itsuki recalled being carried 
after spending a long time on the sofa. 
tolerate any back-talk from Itsuki, but 
when he placed him on the bed. He 
d Itsuki’s legs, asked him if he felt 
i him once again. Itsuki had been 
Pickle gee but property. § it had happened in the workshop, when 

Solin te harsh words were like a slow-actiNg his desperate pleas. 
by thi ee y infecting his entire body Tormented ieved to see he was alone, Itsuki stared at the 
'y this illusion, Itsuki lost consciousness. ly thirsty and craved a drink, so he 
of the bed. 
dropped both legs and attempted to 
leg still hurt a great deal, but the left 
less healed. If he moved slowly, he 
the kitchen. He braced himself against 
moving towards the door. It took a 
there, but he finally did. Suddenly, he 
4 voice outside. Itsuki peeped out and 


d into the hallway. & 
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5 wrong? Wait a minute!” 
ser’s face suddenly changed as 


“Still here?” Itsuki heard a voice 


call 
turned the corner to the kitchen. “— 


He saw a familiar young man Standing at the he wall for dear life, his vision going 
entrance to the house. ; hurriedly took off his shoes and 
“You're kidding me! You’ve been here since the hallway. 


week? Is it because of your injury? Or are you hl e gota fever,” he declared, feeling Itsuki’s 

Tokiwa with another job?” the hairdresser babbled. “Why are you trying to walk 
Itsuki was too out of it to respond properly, and Toki, Toki, come quickly!” 

only gave a vague look. the young man’s wrist to silence 
“Hey, are you one of Toki’s co-workers?” the glared at him. 

young man persisted. “I heard he’s working on a big p. I’m fine. I can walk by myself,” 

project now, is it true? He never leaves the house these 

days. Last time around he went to the trouble of having 

you supervise the painting. I have no idea who he 

normally works with.” 

“Wh-what big project?” Itsuki stammered. 

The young man eyed him suspiciously, “He 
never told you about it? Then why are you here? Itseems 
kind of weird...” 

“I suppose so.” Itsuki nodded. “Even if we Wer 
friends, it would seem strange. But I guess that’s becals® 
I’m not really Tokiwa-sensei’s friend.” 4 | 

Itsuki felt as though he was being cut to piet® 
as he said this, but once he put his feelings into WO! 
he found it almost impossible to stop. ae 

“Right now, being here is simply my job ™ 
confessed. “In five days, this will chan: fier thats 
won’t be back again or cause Tokiwa-sensei any ™ 
trouble, so please just drop it.” 

“What are you talking about?” the youne 
asked, then suddenly exclaimed, “Hey, your : 


’ve still got a broken leg!” the young 


e. I don’t want to bother Tokiwa-sensei. 
.” As he said this, Itsuki began sliding 
he was sitting on the floor. 

man watched Itsuki in silence for a 
| spoke with astonishment, “Get a grip 
grab my arm!” 

n't want to bother you...” Itsuki 


bother! You’re a sick person. If you 
Tl call Toki, and you don’t want 
be hairdresser said threateningly, pulling 


lof lisuki’s efforts, his left leg felt weak 
elf be led into the living room and 
covered him with a blanket 
} still hasn’t healed, and you're 
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stumbling around with a fever. What were you think 
Ask Toki to help you. I’m sure he wouldn't mind.” He 
placed his hand on Itsuki’s forehead again, and Ttsuki 
grimaced. “You look thirsty. Want something to drink) 
Sports drink might be better than water if you hayeg 
fever. Now stay put!” 

With that, he left the living room, leaving the 
door open. Itsuki didn’t even have the strength to get 
up and close it. His chest felt tight, so he closed his 
eyes. Though his skin was hot, the inside of his body 
felt strangely cold. The blanket slipped down as Itsuki 
fought an overwhelming urge to cry. Maybe the scentof 
Tokiwa’s cigarettes on the blanket triggered the emotion. 
He curled into a ball and shuddered. 

“He’s injured! He should be examined by @ 
doctor and sent home! You're a jerk with no common 
sense!” Itsuki overheard the hairdresser say. “How cat 
you let your friend suffer like this? He looks pitiful im 
there! Let him leave!” } 

“Don’t butt into other people’s busines 
scissors boy,” Tokiwa’s voice answered coldly. “You've 
met Itsuki several times already.” the 

“A moment ago he was stumbling around 
hallway pale as a ghost!” the hairdresser yelled. 

“He was in the hallway?” Tokiwa’s 
suddenly became concerned. one against 

“Just around the corner there, leaning 8° ae 
the wall,” the young man answered. “He collap 
I was talking to him. I took him into the living 
Toki! Toki, snap out of it!” e 

Itsuki suddenly heard footsteps approach 
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ody and hid his face. He couldn’t look 
.. The memory of what happened last 
brain. 
called softly. 

‘still, pretending to sleep. That voice 

pain he had never known before. 
ept Itsuki’s hair away from his face. 
h well, but it was as if he was being 
time. Tokiwa was silent, and Itsuki 


eady asleep?” the hairdresser gasped. 
fake him up. We'll leave him a drink nearby. 
we bring that wheelchair in from your 


ea,” Tokiwa agreed. “Can you do me a 


ng,” the hairdresser replied. “But why 
= it in the car all this time? Itsuki should 
j. Ifhe’d had access to it, he wouldn’t have 
jose so,” Tokiwa admitted. 

the key, then,” the hairdresser said. 
want me to bring in? He’s wearing 
? Does he have a change of clothes 


him my pajamas because he 
.” Tokiwa replied. 

the hairdresser leave, and realized 
with Tokiwa. 

you to the bedroom. Don’t 
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Before Itsuki could respond, Tokiwa fj 

up, blanket and all. Itsuki continued to act as if 
squeezing his eyes shut. Suddenly, he felt the m, 
beneath him. Tokiwa straightened his legs, covered hig 
with a blanket, and then left the room. 

Lying on his side, Itsuki felt as thirsty as ever H 
heard footsteps a moment later, and something place 
the bedside table. Itsuki was relieved that his face 
obscured by shadows cast by the door. A moment later, a 
second set of footsteps approached. 

“Toki! I told you not to wake him up!” the 
hairdresser exclaimed. 

“He’s still sleeping,” Tokiwa pointed out 


5 it inside later, It'll make it easier for 
- the wheelchair away to punish him. 


other story altogether.” ; 
think I’d do something like that?” 


ne of my business, but...” The 
ered off uncertainly. 
his breath as he listened to their 


e entire conversation, Tokiwa had 
Ttsuki’s head, running his fingers 


thought it might be more comfortable for him in here™ ‘ his shoulders had been trembling. 
“Oh, all right,” the hairdresser conceded. “But fi caressing his head, stroking his 
what about you? Where will you sleep tonight?” away from his eyes. Still as a rock, 
“Wherever,” Tokiwa answered. “There's lots Of his eyelids, and then retreat again. 
rooms here. derstand why Tokiwa had kissed him. 
“But won’t you catch a cold?” the young mal orry,” Tokiwa whispered in his ear before 


commented. “Your legs are too long for the sofa. 1¢a 
lend you a futon. My friends sleep over a lot so 1 hav 
an extra.” 


“I appreciate the offer,” Tokiwa said: “HEF 


wasn’t Aota talking about some photo book?” filled with sports drink sat beneath 
“Oh, yeah,” the young man said. “It's ee mall lamp. 
picture of a building by that guy I was talking “Was parched, Itsuki drank slowly, 


before.” : He returned the empty glass to the 
“Tl go get it,” Tokiwa said. “Wait 0 the HW i 


‘of footsteps disappeared as the door 
was dark again, and Itsuki finally 
shifted his body towards the bedside 


room.” r. 
“Sure thing,” the hairdresser said. “BY 
I left the wheelchair by the front door. Ill 


0 n 

dn’t banish the memory of Tokiwa’s 
art, but then he thought about Tokiwa’s 
Shop last night. The kisses they had 
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shared before Yamabe’s call had beer 
night’s had been merely expressions 
with no greater meaning or reason, 

You are nothing but Property, vou need to re 
this and submit to me. 

Those words kept returning to haunt him, Last 
night, Tokiwa never listened to what Itsuki had to say, 
He only fixed him with his icy glare. 

Tokiwa no longer called Itsuki by his first name, 
In the beginning, Tokiwa had been pushy, but there had 
been some kindness in his touch. He had treated Itsukias 
a nuisance, but still refused to leave his side. 


n So different, 


f d wn Tokiwa hated him 
of physical have kno" 


1g. He knew that Tokiwa scorned him 
by Yamabe’s money. He understood 
him coldly. 5 

even allowed to cut his own hair. 
even care about someone like that? 
thought about the hairdresser, 
n chatting with a moment before. 
than Itsuki, but Tokiwa treated 
e hairdresser didn’t care what Tokiwa 
id whatever he pleased. Itsuki had never 

Itsuki realized he was nothing more than @ d in the past, and even less so now. 
borrowed doll. Because Tokiwa had been kind, —_ t caagl - “ss to compare the 
allowed himself to forget this. Tokiwa still viewed I opposites as the i } 
as Yamabe’s cane. Because Itsuki was property, ed like a wind-up doll, ure no ou 
a trinket, it didn’t matter what happened to him. Tokiw® But their relationship woul oo : 
had gotten used to seeing him this way. isi . never iiicesded for theiratfair 

: i i inki was somel ees. 

more eee tem _ Till leave, Ytsuki decided. 1a 

Itsuki simply wanted to be close to Tokiwa. Hiees Yamnabe, and surely he wou 
wanted to stay with him, be touched by him. He did ise. He was honest to a ne ele 
care if Tokiwa only thought of him as a toy. q i No reason for Itsuki to keep is ving 

Itsuki had chosen this himself. Coming 1 ™ Wanted to stay. He laughed at his 0 
house, staying here, getting involved with Tokiwa— 
Itsuki had brought all of these things upon himself 


to be close to Tokiwa, if only for 


You two may be friends, but it seems nelling the familiar scent of Tokiwa’s 
weird. . 4 h ts, Itsuki bit his lip in sorrow. 
= = a 
The hairdresser's words were so 4 f Tokiwa-sensei’s friend 
they were painful. Itsuki wasn’t Tokiwa’s frien. Words cut like a knife to his heart. 


acquaintance, or even his lover. Itsuki was nothing ® 


Yamabe’s estate. 
thought, head pressed against 


o time, Tokiwa asked him if he was 
[tsuki simply shook his head. He felt 

‘at him, but Itsuki was determined to 
ened his mouth, he was bound to say 
didn’t want to leave Tokiwa with 


ged to beat rush hour traffic, and 
ise well before noon, 
iad been rushed to the hospital the 
© was already back home, settled in 
pressured the doctor into releasing 


ls. I can rest better here,” Yamabe 
same. But he’d lost a lot of weight 
and his complexion looked pallid. 

"humor seemed to be intact. 

a lot to talk about today,” he said, 


biel 
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Kasaoka instantly obj 
not to push yourself. You sho 
You can talk with Tokiwa-sen 
Tokiwa-sensei?” 


ec “ Jook strange to you.” 
id spend a whispered. 


meee day at him and was met with a gaze 


Sel tomorrow, Ig thy 


ic. 
e haircut you had when I first met 
wonder. ‘ 
mumbled. “I'll get a wig or 


Kasaoka’s tone sounded more forceful] 
usual. Tokiwa agreed and asked if he could use 
workshop, then slipped out of the room, ' 

Yamabe called out to Itsuki, who was 
near the door, 

“Welcome home, Itsuki, Thank you for 
hard work. You really helped me out.” 

Yamabe’s tone was pleasant, but Itsukico 
look him in the eye. He somehow managed to mi 

an apology, and Yamabe replied with a bitter smile. 
“Tokiwa’s a tough nut to crack,” the old fs 
said. “But forget about that, I’m just glad to have ed Kasaoka out of the piu! Sis 
back. Let me see your face.” ; eae any easy = his 
eat ip — and approached Yamabe, Pccdto taking directions gain: 
“Come a little closer,” Yamabe urged. 4 seem to be well, Kasaoka went at 
Itsuki moved forward with hesitation, | afternoon we'll 20 sh 
Yamabe reached out to pull at Itsuki’s short hair ned: Can you get rid of the ca 
“How are your legs? And what happened to yourh 
“The left ankle was just sprained, but the 
cracked on the right one,” Itsuki answered. “Itm 
horrible.” >” Yat 
“Can you walk on it? Does it hurt?” ™. 
persisted. 
“Only if I have something to hold one 
pain has lessened quite a bit,” Itsuki replied, 7 é 
his cane. “As for my hair,” Itsuki went 00. te 


Yamabe said. “Actually, this style 
. 


reply. ‘ : 
it you looked better with long hair, 

passed since then, People change. 

atly, closing his eyes and turning on 


ci said. “The right leg needs more 


nd,” said Kasaoka. “Don’t push 
“Il get a wheelchair if necessary. 
sensei as much as possible. From 


in response to Kasaoka’s quiet 
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Point of no refi ok his head, fighting to suppress the 
sht he’d already extinguished. He 


hough h " ‘4 
Peaceful a moment ago. fe er nee into bed. 
according to ‘laacka, oe as suffering a great p in this unfamiliar room. His 
nearby. rind’ always had pain but he still drifted in and out of 


xt morning, Itsuki went to the 
ctor removed the cast from his left leg 

doesn't ‘crutches. 

{ the rest of the day in the chair next 


4 “By the way, did Toki i 
inheritance?” Kasaoka Seed wey anya 
“Nothing,” Itsuki ceplh * 
be very interested.” ali 
“Oh, really?” 
surprised. 
In the past, Itsuki’s room had adjoined Yamabes, 
Fic is room had been moved to another part of the 
- in Once he arrived in his own room, Itsuki took 
pi, ae Toktwa had carved him a makeshift cane 
sone om couldn’t bring the wheelchair to*Yamabe's 
esi e ca 8 heart swelled with emotion whenever le 
Late last night, Tok i 
; 7 iwa had come into the 
ee Itsuki’s fever had risen in the night. Asie” 
bil ggling to breathe, strong arms had picked hit 
4 ei eo him water and medicine. Itsuki managed (0 
ie a down the pills before lying down again. Toki 
‘ eside him, stroking Itsuki’s hair and placing a €00 
palm on his forehead. Itsuki smiled a little, thinking that 


Tokiwa’: i . 
kiwa’s excessive kindness was just another form 
cruelty, 


Kasaoka replied, not se; 


, Tokiwa the next day, right before 
famabe. The meeting turned out to 
than expected, but Itsuki didn’t hear 
the two men. Neither Itsuki nor 
present; Yamabe wanted it that 
er person in the room was Yamabe’s 


Now hi 


bly already knew what would be 
nothing to Itsuki, and Itsuki didn’t 


before Tokiwa was supposed to go 
k another turn for the worse, Itsuki 
be was acting strangely. By the 
trived, Yamabe had lost consciousness 
the hospital again. 

nories from that point on were 
He stayed with Yamabe the entire 
*t remember which hospital floor 
Or even his room number. He couldn’t 
of Yamabe’s doctor or the nurse. 


ae He knew he had to let go of his feelings forM 
an, but he couldn’t. He knew it was useless, but hes! 
wanted to go after Tokiwa. 
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But the sounds of the medical equipmeny, controlled Itsuki’s life for eight 
way the snow looked outside the window, th private game, molding Itsuki’s 
Yamabe’s hand—these things were so clearly ior, taking pleasure in his 
his memory that Itsuki could have painted api 


them. the past eight years, Yamabe had 


st to Itsuki. Yamabe had been the 
ed Itsuki unconditionally during this 


Yamabe passed away quietly at da 
lying unconscious for three days. Kasaoka and 
came running when they heard the news, as well 
women who had been Yamabe’s lovers. ‘had died of pneumonia last year. 


Itsuki went back to the house first to prepar = no longer realized that Itsuki was her 
tidied Yamabe’s old bedroom in a mechanical f he and his sister were her married 


feeling as if it was all a bad dream. When the me Itsuki had seen his mother smile 
body was brought in, the sight of Yamabe lying o student, when she would see him off 


familiar bed, face draped with a white sheet, compl sister was Itsuki’s only living blood 
unnerved Itsuki, > | cut him off out of her life after she 

a‘ 0 chool. She even refused to speak 
doctor predicted he would. The sensei hoped to last uml I 's funeral. 


spring, so he could see the cherry blossoms. 

“T plan to see them every year, but ne 
around to actually doing it,” Yamabe had confess 

Itsuki remembered the bitter smile on 
face when he said this. Now the old man would 
speak again. Itsuki crouched in the corner of the t¢ 
and realized that he didn’t hate Yamabe after all. 

But Itsuki still felt angry about so many 
that had happened over the past eight years: G fee 
the totem pole. Being forced to cut Tokiwa ON 
life. The lonely nights when he ached for the f 
chop off his hair, give up the tiresome politeness 
to school and pursue his dreams. At those times 
really hated Yamabe. 


Sad at this distance between them, 
t be helped. Despite all attempts at 
els quickly. At some point, Itsuki’s 
‘that Itsuki was Yamabe’s “lover,” and 
k him in the eye. 

d return from his monthly family 


© home!” he would beam. Strange 
= words meant a lot to Itsuki. They 
Still had a place somewhere. 
$ a special person to Itsuki, but not 
lily. They had more of a master-pet 
mn though Yamabe treated him like a 
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doll, there was no question that he cherished him, 

Itsuki approached Yamabe’s corpse, hobbl 
his crutches. He didn’t touch the sheet over the body, 
placed his hand on top of Yamabe’s bony one, The fles 
felt stiff and cold. Yamabe was definitely gone, He hy 
departed the world of the living. Now there was no 
to correct Itsuki’s grammar, or scold him for wearing t had a private funeral, followed by a 
wrong clothes. No one to say Itsuki’s name and § e organized by his workshop. 
Itsuki felt a giant hole open up in his heart. people in Yamabe’s inner circle, 

I'm alone at last, he thought. s of grief. Yamabe wanted to be 
there was still the question of the 


hapter 12 


|, it became clear that Tokiwa 
tate. Though they were both residing 
‘Tisuki hadn’t seen Tokiwa since the 
had taken on the role of Tokiwa’s 
Ttsuki had been informed that he was 
help out. He had fulfilled his duty, 
until the very end. 

an entire night sitting with Yamabe’s 
‘the cremation, the remains were then 
e bedroom to the funeral hall, where 
‘created. Itsuki stayed out of the way 


quiet hallway was now bustling with 
left behind, his world turned upside 
ehind” was actually fairly accurate. Itsuki 
fen Yamabe’s companion, the “personal 


rely for show. Now he was viewed 


Sie 


aes You Shiizaki 169 


solely as Yamabe’s former pet. 
No one cared about the feelj 
feelin, 
else S pet. One Person’s beloved dol] va nal 
than junk in the eyes of another. Itsuki had : 
anyone now that Yamabe was gone, 


“Hashimoto, are 
: Ns you alone? Where’ 
sensei?” here's 


y now. It made sense, after all. 
weeks at Tokiwa's house. The 
that Tokiwa never allowed 
* Tokiwa had treated Itsuki with 
those familiar with Tokiwa’s 
ds Itsuki, it must have seemed 


“since he’d returned, Itsuki had 
of idle gossip once again. He ended 
) Kurasawa and crouched in the 


Itsuki looked up in surprise as 
towards him. Tt was petacaia. one of the aa 
He had joined the workshop the year before, and 
Just a year younger than Itsuki. He w as a slender: 
the same height as Tokiwa. 

“T have no idea,” Itsuki replied. 

“Is Tokiwa-sensei really taking over 
workshop?” Kurasawa asked. 

Itsuki looked up in disbelief. 

“Why do you ask?” he gasped. 

“Some people say he will, others say he won't! | 
Kurasawa replied. “If Tokiwa accepts the position T 
figured you'd continue as his personal assistant.” 

“I...1...I don’t...” Itsuki stuttered. 

Kurasawa gave him a strange look. “Am I 
wrong? They say Tokiwa-sensei is fond of you, Sol 
seemed likely that you would become his assis 
Haven’t you been staying with him the last Bc 
weeks?” ’ 

“My future is undecided right now. And I 
only visiting Tokiwa-sensei on business,” Itsuki 
a clipped tone. 

Itsuki felt the blood drain from his DO} 
Kurasawa had heard this gossip, then it mus 


Maybe it was sleep deprivation, 

im seemed to be wavering. When 
e were watching him, he forced 

you okay?” a voice asked. 

him and propped him against 

even dizzier. He closed his eyes 

them again to see Tokiwa standing 

ed ina suit for mourning and a 

Ttsuki with concern. 

Itsuki finally said. 

wed his brows in response. He 

of Itsuki’s eyes and spoke softly. 


again, Itsuki thought, forcing an 
Was dangerous to be together this 
be Tokiwa was concerned about him 
the way he’d felt about Itsuki in the 
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Tokiwa looked at Itsuki and sighed, 

“Come here a moment,” he said, 
Itsuki’s arm. 7 

“Tokiwa-sensei, don’t you have busin 
attend to?” Kasaoka grunted. 

“It'll only take five minutes,” Tokiwa snapp 

As Kasaoka watched, Tokiwa put his ap 
around Itsuki and led him into a vacant guest rag 
Itsuki couldn’t bring himself to struggle. 

Before Itsuki could open his mouth to speak, his 
words were cut off by Tokiwa’s kiss. It happened 
quickly for him to think. Itsuki came to his senses hen 
he heard someone outside the door. Guests had traveled) 
long distances to attend the funeral. Though the root 
appeared unoccupied, someone could walk in at any 
moment. 

How would Tokiwa act if people saw them 
together like this? Just thinking about it made Itsuki’ 
blood run cold. 

“Stop!” Itsuki hissed, trying to push him away 
but Tokiwa ignored him. 

Tokiwa wrapped his long arms around Itsuki’s 
waist and pulled him closer, sucking on Itsuki’s ee 

Itsuki’s throat twitched as shivers ran down 
spine and he helplessly succumbed to the ree 
knew he couldn’t defeat Tokiwa, but Itsuki couldn 
up without a fight. Tokiwa, however, grabbed his j 
and pinned him against the wall. Itsuki thought © 
scratching him, but didn’t have the heart to go ™ 

with it. He wriggled in vain in Tokiwa’s grasp: 
Tokiwa pinned Itsuki’s head again 
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kissed him deeply. He clutched Itsul 


the tongue th: ¢ Ttsuki’s hii into fists. He knew if he touched 
geile ra aged Itsuki’s mouth a unm Be elev ao: 

want 2 SWeet ay : 
finally let him breathe, itsuki “Tomrad aa oan seep bas aie 


clutched at Tokiwa’s sleeves, 


pis o> a aa in little 8asps as Tokiwa. 

using his hips to squirm, - : 
i squirm. i 

closer to Itsuki and looked him in the eye a 


“Is it true you never s 3 
Tokiwa suddenly asked, ith a 


Ttsuki_ bli BS my 
question, Hnked in surprise at this um 


er a brief conversation, Tokiwa 
fisuki’s forehead and quickly left the 
st the wall, Itsuki was unable to 
y, he sat down. 

‘at his crutches on the carpet and 
strong back. The funeral would 
sy probably wouldn’t have a chance 


his lips, 


ins true?” Tokiwa anxiously repeated, 

Ree. managed to nod, but Tokiwa still looked 
ost? : wa must have noticed that Itsuki looked 

, ae he softened his expression. 
sak oe talk to you,” he said slowly, stroking 
eek. “T'll come to your room tonight, Right © 

now, there’s no time.” 
It was the same t i i 

: \ © same tone Tokiwa used when making 
se = felt his skin prickle with goosebumps, buthe 

unable to nod or even shake his head 

Ttsuki. 
ae be coah called his name again. Itsuki nodded 
eat Okiwa planted a kiss on his nosey 
pattie his mouth again. There was no escape 
okiwa’s passionate kisses. 
The fingers that had fi ee 

felt rough a moment 

Said turned gentle as Tokiwa stroked Itsu 
hear arsnihe Itsuki’s name in his ear until Itsuki 08 
othing else. Itsuki idly fingered Tokiwa’s 


aidn’t be that many guests at the 
would be busy greeting them. This 
for the plan Itsuki had in mind. 
was over, Itsuki would leave Yamabe’s 
had decided this right after Yamabe 
d with terminal illness. 
was valid only as long as Yamabe 
ady explained this to Kasaoka. He’d 
8 behind and start anew, with no loose 


knew Itsuki planned to leave. 
d him to keep it a secret, but in reality, 
Yamabe’s pet once he was gone. 
wanted to discuss with him, it didn’t 
is leaving, and that was that. 

d. Just then the door opened, and 


s in here,” someone said. 
have been hallucinating,” another 
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voice said. “Do you really think the 
hole up together at a time like this?” 

f “Hole up?” the first voice echoe 
Putting it. Tokiwa-sensei is busy with | 
and Hashimoto was devoted to Yamabe 
end, right?” 


lly.” was the reply. “Kasaoka did the 
moto was just there for show.” 
% know that for sure,” Kurasawa 
ensei keeps Hashimoto as his 
needs the extra help. I’ve heard 
yi, a good worker.” 
His so-called devotion was nothing more th ing innocent, that is.” the other 
a lot of sitting around,” the other man scoffed, you have a thing for him, too? His 
could at least greet the guests on Yamabe’s behalf, bil to Yamabe-sensei’s, you know. He 
he probably wouldn’t know how.” ; 1 er that way. Tokiwa-sensei has his 
é This conversation was so extraordinary that too. He’s probably already slept with 
Itsuki found himself holding his breath. three of them did it together. Makes 
f “Well, he does look pretty for a man,” the ing about it.” 
sarcastic voice continued. “Yamabe-sensei and Tokiwe ‘me even sicker to hear it. Are you 
Sensei were both crazy about him. But why did Yamabe gusting stuff because you’re mad that 
keep him here all this time to do nothing? He'll probably er the workshop?” Kurasawa asked 
mooch off Tokiwa now.” “T can’t listen to this anymore. You’re 
“Maybe you should quit making up stories 10 fokiwa-sensei directly, so you talk trash 
amuse yourself,” the other voice snorted. instead. Are you the one who spread 
Itsuki realized that the second man Wie it Hashimoto and Yamabe-sensei, 
Kurasawa, the apprentice he had spoken to earliet. 
This made Itsuki want to stay hiddem eve? 


two of them y 


d. “Nice way 
his prepar 


Sense 


you speak to me like that!” the 
yes Jed. “Who the hell are you calling 
; “You're being disrespectful to everyone 
involved. Hashimoto may not even go to W 
Tokiwa, he said so himself,” Kurasawa went 00 

“What’s disrespectful about it?” the 8 
apprentice asked, “Everybody knows Hashimoto 
Baral senses boy-toy.” you jerk!” the man yelled. 

“That's just idle gossip, man. Is sation turned into a fight, Itsuki 
Hashimoto,” Kurasawa pointed out. to speak up. 


a said, not sounding apologetic 
't bring myself to say the name of a 
ho spreads lies about people he barely 
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“Excuse me, 

he pleaded, 

; The apprentices fell sil 
view. The gossiper looked liv; 
lurking in the shadows. 

“What the hell? How lo 
there?” the man snapped. 
“I felt faint and was testi 
at ‘3 s ing here a mor 
es said softly. T heard your entire conversation, but 
is there anything you want to Say to my face?” 
NK The man turned bright red and sped off without. 
pag wanes they heard a voice cry out in pain. 
igured the man must h: i meone 
POO ave crashed into soi 
“Are you okay? Do you need help getting up?” 


Kurasawa asked anxiously, looking more than a little 
uncomfortable. 


but could you keep it g ” Itsuki assured him. “Thanks for 
ent as Ituski came | 


‘ wa said, blinking. 
id when he saw It 


‘at him a little. “I’m grateful that 
> and me, but you should probably 
in the future.” 
angry about what he said?” 


ng have you been si 


| make any difference?” Itsuki replied 
; inevitable around here. You'll only 

let it get to you.” 

as he watched Kurasawa leave the 


me sick just talking about it. 
yhis heart felt heavy. Itsuki took a deep 
‘up at the ceiling. 
w on, tsuki Hashimoto won t cause any 
‘Tokiwa, he thought calmly. 
still cared for Tokiwa so much. He 
iwa gruffly whispered in his ear. 
m seemed pushy and aggressive on the 
uly had a gentle soul. 
had ordered Itsuki to visit 
ally felt nervous, but also so happy 
If they met one-on-one, maybe 
ly speak openly. Just being able to speak 
have been enough, but Itsuki never 
be staying at Tokiwa’s house. 
they spent together had been a very 
was happy in that house. He never 
that time he spent wrapped in that 


Itsuki smiled bitterly at the young apprentice. 
“Thanks, but I’m okay,” he said. “You might 
ee be more careful about who you talk to around 
The Bossiper was one of Yamabe’s oldest 
apprentices. He had begged Yamabe to let him continue 

at the workshop after his apprenticeship ended, 
came and went on a regular basis. Although he recel 
the salary of a regular apprentice, he could be ati 

foe if you disagreed with him. 

“I couldn’t believe what he said about 
Kurasawa said honestly, scratching his head. “Sorry 


had to hear that. Guess your job will be a lot harder 
now on.” 
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gentle cocoon. But he’d have to leave . watching Tokiwa carve his 
now if he wanted to preserve that menor al ia was a os who confidently 

While Itsuki felt grateful for Ki was an unexpected gentleness 
words, he knew that the other guests saw him Ttsuki looked at Tokiwa’s art, he 
decoration. To stay on as Tokiwa’s secretary would : Tokiwa would create next. 
be ay i sti inni 

ppropriate. Kasaoka would still be around to h en a fan from the very beginning. 
and Tokiwa could certainly hire someone with more. also friends was completely 
experience than Itsuki. That was probably what Tokiwa, 
wanted to talk to him about, 

Ttsuki had no experience as a sculptor, only ag. 
a part-time secretary-trainee. Someone like him would 
be useless here, but because of his previous contract, he 
knew they couldn’t just fire him. It was up to Itsuki to 
leave. 

Tokiwa probably understood Itsuki’s situation 
quite well. Itsuki’s parents were deceased, his family 
home was gone, and his lack of real work experience 
would make it difficult to find a new job. Tokiwa must 
be concerned about Itsuki’s future and wanted to discuss amabe’s estate. They would suspect the 
these matters in detail. 3 ‘malicious talk would constantly trail 

Itsuki shook his head, trying to chase away his * 
dark thoughts. No matter what Tokiwa expected fromm alk could have a negative impact on 
him, one thing was dead-certain—Itsuki knew that he of Masatsugu Tokiwa as an artist, and 
cared about Masatsugu Tokiwa. y "t want that. Just thinking about 

Even after he joined Yamabe’s households own his spine. No way could Itsuki let 
Itsuki’s greatest pleasure was seeing Tokiwa’s att | uldn’t bear to jeopardize Tokiwa’s 
little time to himself, it was difficult to see Tok 
works in person, but even looking at photos Bie 
enjoyable. Occasionally, he’d catch a brief glim| 
a Tokiwa piece while running errands for Yamal 
always made him smile. 


gossip about Itsuki’s relationship 
¥ widely in the workshop. The 
olite in public, but slandered Itsuki 
. Yamabe not only tolerated the 
to find it amusing. Itsuki was forced 
the tales came back to him. 
a different case. Itsuki bit his lip, 
€ conversation he’d just overheard. 
‘'d have to face that gossip on his 
ople would be jealous of Tokiwa 


f moto was Yasuyuki Yamabe’s 
T that Yamabe was dead, there was no 

Just as a cat sometimes disappears 
Ster is dying, a human pet who has 
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outlived his usefulness has no choi 
Itsuki sighed and stared at the ceiling 

Be careful with your leg. Dont push loo, 

He thought about their last con 

Tokiwa would never touch him ti 

would never feel Tokiwa’s warm |i 

or the way Tokiwa pressed his for 

His expression and his voice. The 

hands as he touched Itsuki. 

Itsuki glanced down at his leg, remembe 

how Tokiwa had touched it a few days ago. 

T have to leave, Itsuki thought. But he couldn’ 

help but dream of what might have been. ‘ 

Why couldn’t he let go of this desire to be with 

Tokiwa? It was always there. right at the back of his 

mind. 4 

Just then, Itsuki heard more voices outside the 

door. Looking at his watch, he knew it was time for 

the funeral service to start. He hurriedly picked up his 

crutches and managed to stand. E 

What does he want to talk to me about? tsuki 

wondered, feeling a pang of regret. He left the room| F 

headed down the hallway. 


ce but to j 


hapter 13 


hat way 
PS against his 
rehead against 
memory of hig 


er, Itsuki had a part-time job as 
ocal free paper. The office was on 
building on a street near the train 


o! I brought some goodies for 


san, his supervisor and only co-worker, 
" , casually sipping tea as Itsuki 
The paper was fairly well-known 
but relied heavily on advertising 
Their staff budget was also tight, 
as editor-in-chief, reporter, and 
She hired additional help as needed, but 
s chronically understaffed. 

the job at the end of the summer. 
"s estate, he had gone back to 
a while, and one of his instructors 
rking for Sajima-san. Now he was 


only it hadn’t rained,” Sajima said. 
8, my thank you gift for taking care 
gone. Bring everything home with 


iis] 
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Ilive b lana can at his ‘ 3 n i ike i 
e by myself, y ow,” Itsuki said witha right? What's he like in person? 
looking at the four boxes of various sizes, 7 2” Sajima inquired rapidly. 

Sajima-san had just visited her husban in response to her unexpected 
hometown. They had only been married for six 
She had left her keys with Itsuki just in case, but 
really urgent had come up, fortunately. 1 

“One box is plenty, thanks,” Itsuki added, 
should share the rest with your husband.” 

“Take them all!” Sajima insisted. “The small 
one is full of Sweets, and there are pickles, a ramen seh 
Tice seasonings, and some boiled vegetables. They'll 
help you with your cooking!” 

Suddenly she pulled out a thin magazin. 

“This is the best treat, though,” she said. 

It was a local paper similar to the one they) 
published. The logo on the cover was a play on the name 
of an area that Itsuki knew well. 

At the bottom of the page, the name “Masalsigt 
Tokiwa” appeared in large, bold letters. aa 

“This paper was at my in-law’s house,” Saji 
confessed, “I remembered that you're a fam of 
sculptor, so I brought it home. My husband’s sister we 

the article. Amazing she even got an interview ¥ 
his prestige and experience. Luckily, one of her 
introduced them.” i, th 

She paused to pour a cup of tea for Itsuki, 
offered him a sweet. 

“She says he’s a wonderful man,” she WEEE 
Tefused to have his picture taken, so they only PU" 
interview. Thought you might be interested.” 


law has a crush on him,” she said 
she couldn’t ask questions about 
probably don’t know about his 


g at all,” Itsuki lied. “I’m just a 

y I can’t help.” 

blem! It probably wouldn’t work out 

league of his own,” Sajima said, 

< cup. “I read the article but just 
of what he was saying. He’s a great 

bt if hell become a household name 


and started clearing away the tea 


) work,” she said, moving toward the 
le corner. Suddenly she stopped, as if 
‘occurred to her. “Ooops, | forgot to 
ek, I’m going out of town to research 
come along and help me out? What’s 


d the name of a seaside town 
. The article would be about 
‘upcoming issue. 

fine,” Itsuki said. “I’ve never been 
'love to go with you.” 

a exclaimed. “I was worried you 
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might have something else goin, 
cancel a date, will you?” : 

“Nope,” Itsuki said, “I° 
right now.” 3 ee ae Seeing a 
: “That’s something | just ¥ 
Hashimoto,” Sajima said seriotiay, lookiail ; 
“Don’t take this the wrong way, b ie 
detached from the real world De conle aa 
- Do people at schoole 
call you a monk?” 
“Not really,” Itsuki answered, 
study all that hard. But about the ca 
prepare?” 

. “Tust bring your driver’s license and welll 
fine,” Sajima said. “Get a good night’s sleep and eat well 
beforehand. I don’t want you falling asleep on me ata 
crucial moment.” 

Itsuki nodded and returned to his desk. He was” 
really grateful for the invitation. 

Itsuki had started working for Ms. Sajima n0t 
only for the paycheck, but also to have a place where he 
felt like he belonged, after years of being cut off from 
society. It didn’t surprise Itsuki that Sajima vi 
as being detached. For so many years. he had beet 

Itsuki’s new life started the spring after he 
Yamabe’s house. 

It took him a while to adapt to the dame 
change. Fortunately, he was able to enroll 
information services program at a vocatio! 
with other students his age. He told people 

been working in a different field, but no one 

very interested. 


quite a bit of money during his 
mother had passed away and his 
so he only had to take care of 


' On. You won't} 


e of his own. 

rds made Itsuki recall the TV and 
Yamabe’s memorial. There were 

along with images of Yamabe’s 

med terribly distant to Itsuki 

he had spent eight years at 


y’s debt had not been dumped on 
graduated from vocational school 
like a normal person. He would 
9 college and helped his mother with 
The three of them would probably 
her as a family. If Yamabe hadn’t 
; Itsuki would have worked himself 
itors breathing down his neck. 
f these scenarios had come to pass. 
a different world, a place with no 
s. And right in the middle of it, 


eft 


see Tokiwa in any of the TV 

Sajima said, Tokiwa didn’t like to 
never heard about what had happened 

ains. He could have asked Kasaoka, but 

e point? 

eard bits and pieces about Tokiwa, 

ome pieces Tokiwa exhibited abroad 
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aie The next day, he submitted his finis p attend the college of her choice. 
contest under his sister’s name, » of this freedom had been her 
> tea for her to find out, two dag a strange place. 

; 1 trying to help mom and 
for leaving,” his sister had 
u have to go to that place and 
we men? I loved you and just 
that. After Mama died, I kept 
g turned out this way.” 
only one with his hands tied, 


“Uh, soi 
Belsstind: try I borrowed your ; 
‘ But his sister just laughed. “It’s [ 
soe id you use my married name oul n 
“Your maiden name, Ayaka H: himoto,” 
confessed. “I didn’t want to = your mani 
that’s private information.” 

: “Whatever,” his sister said. “I'd like to 
Picture some time. Have you taken up painti 
That would make me very happy.” a 

“Why?” Itsuki asked with surprise. 

“Because I love your paintings, silly! 1 alw 

loved them when we were young, and I'd love to 
them again. If you have time, you could come visitlit 
Yuuta!” his sister said cheerfully. 

Over the past year, Itsuki and his sister 5 
repaired their once shaky relationship. Six months 
his brother-in-law called with the news that his sisterms 
delivered a healthy baby boy, and Itsuki had visited 
right away. 

Just seeing his sister with her new baby 
helped him rekindle their lost ties. For the first 
Itsuki really understood what it had been like ™ 
sister at boarding school, a place they could have 
afforded on their own. While she had been © 
sister didn’t have to worry about their mother 


‘been angry that she couldn’t help, 
mother, and angry at herself. No 


tell anyone else that he’d entered 
it two days after the exhibition 
ind out about Itsuki’s entry. When 
work, she thanked him profusely. 

Thank you so much for submitting 

You're a life saver!” 

7 Itsuki replied with a laugh. “But 
So drenched with color compared to the 


0, but the color and subject matter 
g.” Sajima said. “My friends were 

By the way, a local TV crew filmed 
day. Did you see it on the morning 


e I’ve heard of it,” Itsuki admitted. “I 
my apartment.” 
ust the local news, but you were 
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couldn’t afford an express train, 

a local train and then transfer. f 

sd toward his apartment, taking his 
st then he noticed that someone 

door, staring at the floor. People 

warning. This person must be 


probably at school,” Sajima said. “Sony Iq 
it for you!” 

“Don’t worry about it. It’s just so 
experimenting with,” Itsuki Said quickly, a 
change the subject, 

“Well, tonight I'll take you to dinner 
promised,” Sajima proclaimed, 

Unable to refuse her kindness, Itsukj 
her to take him to a restaurant after work, 

“Would you do an illustration for the 
Some time?” Sajima proposed, after they had chat 
a while. “You have such a unique use of color, 
too intense for the front page, but we could trya 
Picture to start with. If it gets a positive reaction, we'll 
give you the cover.” 

“Thanks but no thanks,” Itsuki replied with @ 
smile. “I can’t really do that sort of thing. I only paint 
when I’m in the mood. Sometimes I go for years without 
painting.” { 
“Really? What a waste. Well, ins tell me if 
you're ever in the mood,” Sajima said vaguely. 

They parted ways in front of the restate 
Itsuki walked Sajima to the train, then rode home E 
bicycle. It was almost nine, but people were still out ane 
about. Itsuki’s studio apartment was 10 minutes . 
from the station. Most of the other tenants were 
who went out partying on weekend nights. trsuld 
and locked his bike, then climbed the steep St 
his second floor apartment. 

Since it was Friday, Itsuki had n0 a 
school the next day. He planned to go to a ™ 


to approach, but stopped after 


‘ly raised his head. 
knew it was Tokiwa. 


apter 14 


about boiling water in his small 
into the room beyond. His living 
simple, furnished with only a 
thing else was kept in his closet. 
friends said his apartment looked 
| room” than a place where someone 


was standing in the middle of this 
strange but undeniable. 

en the last one to leave Yamabe’s 
had felt concerned about him 
side during the service. Itsuki told 
d an errand on the way home, and 
ater. After he left Kurasawa, Itsuki 
s at the nearest department store 


to the station, please,” Itsuki told 
d in the station restroom, tossing 
he went flying out of town on the 
bothering to tell Tokiwa or anyone 
cellphone Kasaoka had given him in 


month, Itsuki lived in a weekly 
‘one of his whereabouts, When he 
manent apartment and started school, 


bu i:9] 
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he resumed contact wi 
with a few se! 
Tokiwa. Select people, 


So why in the world Was tl 
Because he seldom externa 
enough dishes for one person, He poured j = 
into his only mug and steeled hin oie 
7 He figured that Tokiwa s 
than a past acquaintance. It was unlikel it 
have any lingering affection for him, nor al 
last vanishing act. 
He placed the cup on a tray an retumed 
Where Tokiwa was waiting. Tokiwa me 7 fron oft t 
window, eyeing Itsuki’s room with interest, d 
This unforgettable man looked the same as 
before, yet Itsuki sensed something had changed inhim 9 
Though it was February, Tokiwa’s arms looked tanned. 
He must have been working outdoors, since his face 
was tanned as well. It was a look that took some getting 
used to. His back and shoulders also seemed large, vei 
more muscular. 
“Sorry, I only have instant coffee,” Iisuki 
apologized, putting the mug on his desk. 
Tokiwa made no move to pick it up. He silently 
watched Itsuki before he spoke. 
; “No need to apologize. It was rude t0 show UP 
like this. How’s your right leg? All better now?” aa 
“It’s fine,” Itsuki replied. “Took a © 
months, but it was a clean break, and I have nO j 
walking now.” at 
“Good. What about school? Did YoU 
classes again?” 


unfazed by Tokiwa’s question. 
to find out where he lived. What 
it Itsuki’s new life? 

going well? Need help with 
inued to ask. 

e here to ask all these irritating 
ed. He slowly raised his head 
in the eye. 

u for your concern,” he answered. 


e “talk” that Tokiwa had mentioned 
"s funeral? Tokiwa had been upset 
eared for the second time in their 
ot even leaving a note behind. When 
taxi, all he had were the clothes on 
let, and his address book. Tokiwa must 
where Itsuki had gone and how he 


doubted that Tokiwa’s concern was 
was just not the sort of person who 
someone after they disappeared. 
leaving like that,” Itsuki said quietly. 
‘decided to leave from the moment 
T didn’t want to make a big fuss about 
you before I left. Sorry if I made you 


d his head, but Tokiwa said nothing. 
ne, really,” Itsuki continued. “I started 
m trying to make a fresh start.” 

that going back to vocational school 
ily guarantee his future success. Most 
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e Tokiwa had kissed him, their final 

changed forever. During his long 

Itsuki often wished that he could 

n moment. 

too late to change the past. Itsuki bit 

out the painful memories. 

nd quiet he had fought so hard to 

ly torn to shreds. Why was Tokiwa 


high school graduates stru; i 
Itsuki wondered if any connanies et 
in his late twenties with such limited a ee 

Nevertheless, Itsuki had retuned i 
he started years before, and reworked his visi ee 
future. There was no place for Tokiwa in that Pe 

é Itsuki stared at Tokiwa for a moment, Hist 
his boss said, Tokiwa was in a league of his own, He was 
like a treasure chest buried deep inside Itsuki’s heart, 
pleasant memory of a distant time. 

“You don’t need to worry about me anymore,” 
Itsuki finally said. He sounded calm as he spoke these 
words, which made him feel better. 

“Fine,” Tokiwa replied. He sighed and began 
to move, turning his head to look at Itsuki. “Now lets 
Switch the topic to something more important. I have 
a favor to ask you. I want you to give me another 
chance.” 

Itsuki blinked, looking absolutely stunned. 

“I can understand if you're still angry.” Tokiwa 
continued. “But I don’t feel like making excuses. Sereait 
at me if you want to, punch me, kick me, get every 
out of your system. All I want is a chance to make {UP 
to you.” 


I thought you hated me...” 
away voice. It was only natural that 
S him. During all those years with 
had never spoken to each other, not even 


*t want it to be that way,” Itsuki 
. “I thought I had no choice in the 
things through like I should have.” 
| furrowed his brows, while Itsuki 


me Yamabe’s prostitute. But 
matter was, I could do nothing without 

ion. I was ashamed for you to see me 
rt my pride. I felt so weak...” 

‘know. And you're right, I was angry,” 
“But you stopped returning calls, 
ool, vanished from your home. What 
ed to think? | figured something bad had 

Started searching for you. I found out 


“Make what up to me?” Itsuki asked, confusedy 
_ “I don’t mean what happened a year 
Tokiwa clarified. “I’m talking about what hap] 
years ago, when you were a student and I was ¥8 
apprentice. Ri i ua ti 
es pearesaaa ee er and her debt, then the trail went cold. 
There was no way Itsuki could have 1% dcall me someday. ; 
against the desk and stared at Itsuki. 
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“Finally I found you, but y , 

me,” Tokiwa sadly peaches When tal 
workshop, they told me that you were Yam; Me 
lover, but now I know that Sensei had 
around his little finger. He was alw ays very 
of the things he loved.” 3 

oan ee as Tokiwa continued. 

“To tell you the truth, I was shocked, 

for treating you like an object, and at you, al a 
with it. You even gave up painting! And you ee 
mechanically you sounded like a robot. You just didn’t 
seem like Itsuki to me.” 

5 Itsuki hung his head in shame, unable to reply 0 
Tokiwa’s harsh words. He stared at Tokiwa’s oa Her 
and wondered about the real reason behind his visit. 

“When you came to my house, | finally realized 
I'd been wrong about you,” Tokiwa said softly. “You 
seemed like a robot at first, until I saw you looking at 
the garden.” ; 

Itsuki looked up and met Tokiwa’s gaze. His 
body stiffened as Tokiwa went on. 

“You could have never acted liked that a 
Yamabe’s place. After I saw you fall into the riveh 
knew that you were still Itsuki underneath it all. I sil 
couldn’t send you back to Yamabe’s after that. I thou 
if you were away from him long enough, you ™ 
return to your true self.” 

Tokiwa took a deep breath. 

“At first, I just felt angry. I was 5! 
Sensei’s letter, but you seemed totally indifferent © 
fate. I thought you were incapable of being an 


Speak to 


{0 the 


hocked: 
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y’s words pierced Itsuki’s heart time after 

ed his fists, but still couldn’t look away. 
took my abuse, though the real Itsuki 
gh a little. If you had really been 
you would have let me do as I 
le.” 


you acted like an android, but at night, 

‘tsuki I once knew. I wanted to touch 

mi back to yourself. When I cut your hair, 

en more like the old Itsuki, I no longer had 

ce you to have sex.” 

had tried so hard to bring him back— 

at b where Itsuki would find it, cutting 
his will, bringing Itsuki along to assist 

rgarten project. 

suki started drawing again, Tokiwa’s 


0°t expect you to forgive me,” Tokiwa said 

you to do many things against your 

ast day in particular, | was horrible to you. 
fry, Itsuki.” 

va sadly bowed his head, Itsuki felt as if 

crushed. 

..” Itsuki murmured. 

foolish enough to think you'll ever 

Tokiwa said. “I just want you to know 
g from.” 

...” Itsuki stammered. 
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“That time Yamabe-sensei called. 
him like the old Itsuki, instead of like a rob 
me angry. I couldn’t forgive you for wantin 
to him,” Tokiwa frankly confessed. 
you go, no matter what. I loved you so much.” 
“You...loved me?” Itsuki gasped, 
“Why else would I go to all this trouble to find 
you again?” Tokiwa pointed out. “I’ve loved you forthe 
last nine years, and I never gave up hope that we'd meet 
again someday. I tried to forget about you, but I couldn't, 
I wanted to tell you after the funeral that I still wanted 
you by my side.” 
Itsuki sat in stunned silence. 
“All I want is another chance to be with you,” 
Tokiwa pleaded. “If things don’t work out between Us, 
we can go our separate ways. I'll promise to leave you 
alone.” He smiled bitterly and shook his head. “Please 
consider it. We can start as friends and take things 
slowly. I won’t force the impossible, but | am pretty 
stubborn, It’s just the way I am, I can’t help it.” P 
Itsuki had seen that feverish look in Tokiwa's 
eyes before. Suddenly Itsuki felt feverish, too. Tokiws 
still loved him, in spite of everything. P 
When they first met, Itsuki was in vocational 
school and Tokiwa was an apprentice who dream 
becoming a master sculptor. Now Tokiwa had 
his potential and become a star. 

A chance for us to start over: 

But that’s just not possible. 

The answer came to Itsuki with blinding 
Itsuki was happy as he was, a humble student WE 


You spoke to. 
a robot, That made 
ig to go back 
“T didn’t want to let 
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s, Once he graduated, he’d be a plain old 
a, on the other hand, was constantly in the 


life had changed so much since they first 
ned to Tokiwa’s side, he would only 


eople would view him just as Tokiwa’s 
reality was, Itsuki Hashimoto was 
n for this to work. Every time the 
aw them together, it would conjure up 
Ttsuki’s relationship with Yamabe. If 
hanging out with Yamabe’s former boy- 
d be a raging torrent of gossip. 

” Itsuki whispered. He took a deep 
d his courage. “Sorry, but I’m in love 
. [don’t really care to remember those 


a had gone to a place beyond his reach. 
had happened between them in the past, 
how, If Itsuki could have changed anything, 
fe left Yamabe after the first six years. And 
have been in such a rush to leave Tokiwa 
0 beautiful days together. 
10 days away from Yamabe had been 
ary. Itsuki wanted to keep the memory 


iwa looked at him piercingly. 

it’s his name?” he asked gently. 

92” Itsuki asked back. 
on you love. What's his name? Where 
lat does he do for a living?” Tokiwa asked. 


202 You Shiizaki Gentle Cage 203 


gnize Itsuki and stop to talk to him. 
that “someday” would never happen. 
the curtains shut and ended the show. 
again, Tokiwa wouldn’t even speak to 


: “Tokiwa, that’s none of your business,” ftg 

grimaced. 
“I beg to differ,” Tokiwa scoff 
you tell me? Does this person really exist?” 
: “Of course he does!” Itsuki insisted. But hig 
voice rang false, even to himself. He composed himself 
and spoke more softly. “I can’t tell you, but I love hima 
great deal. He’s the only person I can think about now, 
and forever.” ; 
i Itsuki’s head was buzzing, but he forced himsel 

to continue, 

“Please go home, and don’t come back. I have 
nothing more to say to you.” As he spoke, Itsuki felt 
himself growing mysteriously calm. 

Tokiwa observed Itsuki in silence, then sighed. 
It sounded painfully loud to Itsuki’s ears. 

“Fine. Sorry to barge in on you like this,” 
Tokiwa snapped, heading for the door. 

Itsuki felt paralyzed, unable to watch as Tokiwa 
walked out. 

The sound of the door closing was deafenils 
to Itsuki. The sudden silence seemed unnatural as 
slumped on the cold floor. 

Sorry to barge in on you like this. : 

Tokiwa’s voice was still there, even after Irsuki 
covered his ears with his hands, Nothing could drown" 
out. 


er forget him? Will he fade into just 


ing was, Itsuki knew in his heart that 
i never forget him. Just thinking about that 
el a little better, for Itsuki really wanted 
er him. 

's surprise visit had turned Itsuki’s world 
vision was shaky and blurry, flooded 
knowledge that he would never see 
in his chest with a thud. 


ly, it all hit home. He stumbled toward 

pped on some shoes. Just as he grabbed 

someone opened the door from outside. 
. 


: stood Tokiwa in the hallway, gazing at 


” Tokiwa said softly. 
‘instantly knew Tokiwa had not called his 


S-sorry, forgive me,” he said in a shaky 

* e” er = 

5 After the funeral, Itsuki figured he'd nev 4 iwa peered at his face. “Itsuki,” he whispered 
Tokiwa again, though he secretly hoped their 


would cross someday. Years later, even decades # 
they would stumble into each other, smile and say ® 


ki melted. It had been one whole year since 
d his name like that. 
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most private part, and slid his hand dow, 
pants. Tokiwa grew still, his teeth buried in Itsuki’s 
neck. Itsuki saw Tokiwa looking at him in amazem 
but he was too busy fondling him to care. With his other 
hand, Itsuki traced the curve of Tokiwa’s shoulder blade 
and the line of his neck, Tokiwa’s skin felt as smooth 
leather. 


0 Tokiwa's 


Itsuki suddenly realized that he loved touchi 
Tokiwa this way. Propped on his elbows above hi 
Tokiwa watched him with a wry smile, and then moved 
in for a kiss. Just as he was about to pull away, Itsuki 
grasped his neck and pulled him closer. The tips of their 
tongues swirled together. 

Tokiwa. 

Itsuki called out the name to make sure that he 
was really there, that this wasn’t just a dream. 

He moved his hand down Tokiwa’s cheek, felt 
the stubble on his chin. He was touching Tokiwa all over 
now—and he never wanted to stop. 

Tokiwa took Itsuki’s hand and kissed the spaces 
between his fingers. The sensual feeling made Itsuki 
tremble all over. He buried his hands in Tokiwa’s silky 
hair. Tokiwa let Itsuki do as he pleased for a while, them 
began to move again. tle, 

Tokiwa stroked Itsuki’s skin with a 8 fe 
precise touch, then showered Itsuki’s ears with tem a5 
kisses. Itsuki moaned and melted with pleasufe 
Tokiwa rubbed him all over, Itsuki arched his back a 
penis stood to attention. 

He was naked now, but he couldn ily £00 
when that happened. His bare skin felt unusu@ ly 


“t remem 
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ee abe Tokiwa caressed his shoulders, stoking the 
passion. 

Every time Tokiwa touched a new place on 
his body, Itsuki’s skin erupted in goosebumps, Tokiwa 
noticed and slowed down, moving his hands across. 
a larger area. While Itsuki panted for breath, Tokiwa 
kissed his chin. 

“Abhh....” 

Itsuki felt like he might pass out as Tokiwa 
probed his most sensitive spot. He clenched his teeth, 
overwhelmed by the sensation. 

Jtsuki. 

Tokiwa’s eyes bored into him, while Itsuki hips 
quivered. As Tokiwa quickened the pace, Itsuki dug his 
nails into Tokiwa’s shoulders. 


g between Itsuki’s legs for so long that 
Though Tokiwa’s body looked dim and 
ould still clearly see his face. 

finally emerged from his position and 


lax,” he urged, wrapping Itsuki’s arms 


bodies pressed close together, Tokiwa 
Ttsuki moaned as the heat penetrated him, 

to almost burn him inside. 

” Tokiwa whispered. “Are you all 


nodded, and Tokiwa kissed him deeply. 
use Itsuki simply by repeating his name. As 
thrusting inside him, Itsuki tightly held 


Itsuki. ought he’d never see again. 
Tokiwa kissed him again and again, then pushed able to touch Tokiwa made Itsuki so 
up Itsuki’s knees. Lying on his side, Itsuki saw Tokiwa’s cry. 


head dive between his legs. 3 
“Stop,” he begged, grabbing Tokiwa’s haif. 
“Why?” Tokiwa asked, obeying for a moment. 
Just feeling Tokiwa’s breath against his thi 

was enough to make Itsuki squirm. 
“No-please-stop!” Itsuki begged again. 
“Relax and enjoy yourself,” Tokiwa 

ignoring Itsuki’s pleas. 
His long fingers and relentless kisses bee 

Itsuki to a fevered pitch. Tokiwa grasped his i 

pulled him closer still, Itsuki remembered this P™ 

from before, but the feeling was still a bit too int 
Tokiwa called out Itsuki’s name agal™ 


:t morning, Itsuki woke up alone. 
all a dream? he wondered. 

at in a daze for a moment, savoring the 
urgeds en heard a sound at the door. 

ly Tokiwa appeared. He looked at Itsuki 
brows. “So you’re finally awake, huh? 
up?” 
sensei?” 
ing me sensei! It gets on my nerves,” 
reminded Itsuki. He placed his cold 
S forehead. “You feel a little feverish, 
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Sorry I pushed you so hard.” 
Itsuki felt like he was dreaming 
Tokiwa looked at him with concern. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
“I...1 thought it was all a dream.” Ttsuki_ 
Stirnimerexds “Tt was too perfect, having you here with 
me. 


hand stroked his brow, Itsuki relaxed 
again, but ntly covering Tokiwa’s other hand with 
a smiled and bent forward, bringing his 
closed his eyes as Tokiwa kissed him. 
on his lower lip, then kissed his cheeks, 
his nose, and the corners of his eyes. After 
on the lips, Itsuki finally worked up the 
okiwa how he’d finally found him. He’d 
g about it since last night. 
"t really that hard to figure out,” Tokiwa 
ere in contact with Kasaoka, right?” 
n Itsuki heard the name of his former 
he completely understood. 
had told Itsuki to call him after 
ed down. Itsuki gave Kasaoka his contact 
1 se he felt he could trust him. Kasaoka 
much, but they kept in touch through 


“Silly boy,” Tokiwa laughed, kissing Itsuki 
again. As he darted his tongue into Itsuki’s mouth, Itsuki_ 
twitched with surprise. Tokiwa drew him closer and 
feasted on his lips for a long time. 

“Not many good shops in the neighborhood, 
huh?” Tokiwa finally said. “I don’t really know this area. 
Stay put for a minute.” 

He disappeared into the kitchen. It was almost 
nine. Itsuki felt a little uneasy having another person in 
his dreary apartment. He slithered off his bed and peeped 
into the kitchen, worried that Tokiwa might disappear if 
he didn’t keep an eye on him. hef, 

Tokiwa cooked breakfast with the ease of ad 
then followed Itsuki back into his room. Food was piled oa oaibetey iene nie em 
up on mismatched plates, and Itsuki remembered the eee expressed sendy conser ket 
same flavors he’d time ested at Tokiwa’s house. ae a ae ae sd rite “tear 

Itsuki’s body felt heavy and sore, but he wanted suki of how his father might have been ha 
to look at Tokiwa more than anything else. He watch 
Tokiwa clean up the kitchen, before Tokiwa force 
pulled him back to bed. 

“If you keep stumbling around like that, 
last night all over again,” Tokiwa said with a fro’ 
moved the desk chair next to the bed and sat downs 

Tokiwa’s closeness put Itsuki at 


why would a tight-lipped person like 
ve his personal information to Tokiwa? 
inl be on’t blame Kasaoka,” Tokiwa said. “If it 
¢ him, you’d probably still be in confinement.” 
inement?” Itsuki echoed. 
fier the funeral, when I realized you'd 
i, I wanted to find you and bring you back,” 
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ight. And he was right, if I chased you 


Tokiwa explained. “I even planned to hire a detective 
a ight have been trouble. It was better to 


but Kasaoka stopped me. He said that w 
worse than the way Yamabe had treated mal —_ 
Yamabe had paid Itsuki for his services, an u were waiting?” Itsuki asked. 
arrangement clearly laid out in a contract, Sings the tly saw a wonderful picture on the 
arrangement had been mutual, Kasaoka had given it his ie said. “I knew right away that you had 
full blessing. But the situation had become different. 
Itsuki had had the right to disappear after Yamabe’s 
death. Kasaoka felt that filing a missing person report, 
as Tokiwa wanted to do, would be disrespecting Itsuki’s 
own decision. 
“So it was Kasaoka, then?” Itsuki wanted to 


at must have been what Sajima was talking 
at an incredible coincidence that Tokiwa 
just those few seconds of footage. 
, | invited Kasaoka along to see your 
a continued. “After that, he told me it 
T saw you just once, so I came here right 


know. 
“Kasaoka explained that you had decided 
to leave on your own,” Tokiwa said. “He said I had uh?” Itsuki asked. 
absolutely no call to interfere.” needed to find out what you were really 
Tokiwa looked pensively at Itsuki before he a clarified. 
went on. Iwas thinking?” Itsuki echoed. 
: “L figured you'd contact me yourself. When that a sent you that sketchbook, remember? 
didn’t happen, I realized it was all my fault. 1 begged e long for him to realize that the painting was 
Kasaoka to tell me where you were and what you “a noticed my hand in the picture.” 
doing. He told me that if I followed you against ¥0 ki felt himself blush as Tokiwa spoke. The 
will, he would urge you to report me as @ stalker. é lé he had entered in the contest was of the 
Itsuki was at a total loss for words. AS far 
Itsuki knew, Kasaoka was a mild-mannered man i 
a gentle way of speaking. He was meticulous whet 
came to his job, but never spoke as bluntly as Toa 
described. Itsuki must have looked doubtful becil 
Tokiwa laughed at his expression. 
“I’m not Kasaoka’s employ‘ 
“We don’t have a worker-boss relationship. 


he finished, he realized something was 

dded a large. suntanned hand. 

‘okiwa’s hand. Itsuki had studied those 

then they were friends, and again years later 
. He could remember them with great 

d no trouble depicting them. 

day before yesterday, Itsuki himself had 
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at?” Itsuki gasped. 

hought you were resisting me because you 
e with Yamabe,” Tokiwa admitted. “But 
blushing, I should have realized it was 
T feel awful that I never put two and two 


Yamabe, and the contract you made with him, 
tumors I’d heard about you were totally false.” 

These unexpected words made Itsuki’s head 
snap up. 

“Yamabe explained it all to me,” Tokiwa 
confessed. “I told him I didn’t care about his estate, I 
just cared about you, and I asked if he’d be willing to let ki sat in silence as Tokiwa stroked his hair 
you go.” to speak. 

Tokiwa reached out to stroke Itsuki’s cheek. the funeral, I told you we needed to 
“Yamabe laughed at me. He said he was fond of you, n you just disappeared.” 
but that you really weren’t his to give. What happened now. I’m sorry,” Itsuki whispered. 
next was up to you, and he had no intention of meddling ’s okay,” Tokiwa replied. “Kasaoka seems to 
in your future. He said you were like a son to him, and jen you disappeared, that was your response 
he’d never behaved inappropriately with you. He also lly couldn’t blame you. I acted like a real jerk 
scolded me for believing idle gossip.” es. But I still couldn’t give you up, and 

Itsuki remembered his last conversation with n keeping tabs on me.” 

Yamabe, right before the old man died. Yamabe had rveillance?” Itsuki asked. 

been too weak to get out of bed, and sometimes staret kept checking up on me, to see if I 
at Itsuki in an unsettling way. When Itsuki asked if stupid,” Tokiwa said, looking a little 
something was wrong, Yamabe shook his head. d. “But I don’t want a pet or a plaything. | 

“I've interfered with your life for 100 4 secret lover, but a partner to share my life 
Yamabe told him. fused 0, you stayed at my house. Will you move 

Itsuki asked him to explain, but Yamabe ret aa ever?” 
to say anything more. At that time, Itsuki wondered if Iki held his breath as Tokiwa said the words 
old man was referring to his relationship with ToKIWE ined he would hear. He opened his eyes 

Tokiwa tenderly cradled Itsuki’s cheek ag ed at Tokiwa in disbelief. 

“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking and finally 8. Not as big as Yamabe’s place, and there’s no 
something, Maybe your confusion when We ” Tokiwa sighed. “Shopping’s a little tough, 
together was due to your lack of sexual expel” country, but there’s beautiful scenery, 
He suddenly looked ashamed. “I’m sorry: lhe fresh seafood. All in all, it’s not such a bad 
horribly,” he said in a low voice. 


long.” 
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Itsuki wasn’t sure how to respond. He wanted it would be rude to reply too soon. 
to accept Tokiwa’s offer right off the bat, but for some eed to think it over,” he finally replied. 


reason he was unable to nod his head. smiled and started kissing him again. 
He was still worried about getting in Tokiwa’s ki sighed. Just being with Tokiwa made him 
years later, he still loved looking at this 


way. 

“Does my invitation bother you because it 
reminds you of your deal with Yamabe?” Tokiwa asked 
pointedly. J 

Tokiwa had seen right through him, but Itsuki 
shook his head. 

“Tt’s just...” Itsuki trailed off. 

“T’ve always liked men,” Tokiwa said bluntly. 
“People gossip about me for being gay, but I don’t care. I Mu .” Tokiwa replied. “Let’s take a trip.” 
have no intention of being alone simply to avoid gossip.” ki looked up in surprise. 

He paused to kiss the tip of Itsuki’s nose. “I don’t make iu Were planning to go to the museum, right? 
a habit of broadcasting my sexual preference, but I have gether?” Tokiwa suggested, pointing to a 
no desire to hide, either, I’ve always lived my life this uki’s desk. Itsuki felt himself blush. 

way, and I intend to continue. If it becomes too much ke as a map of the museum that Itsuki wanted 
a problem, I’ll leave the country. I can work anywhere. e list of permanent exhibits, Tokiwa’s 

Itsuki frowned. en underlined. Tokiwa must have seen the 

“But in that case I’d bring you with me,” Tokiwa 7 
assured him. “All I want is to be with you.” He ace "he sees right through me, \tsuki thought, 
bottom of Itsuki’s lip with his finger. “I’m not Be more embarrassed. 
rush you. Just let me know between now and graduation , Tokiwa-sensei!” he cried out, “Uh, I mean, 


hoped he could look at Tokiwa forever. 
the way, are you busy next weekend?” 
ly inquired. 

Ttsuki replied. “I don’t have classes, 
0 quiet around the paper, my boss hasn’t 
0 come in.” 


all right?” you have work to do? That museum’s so 
“Tokiwa...” 
is much 
“It’s your choice entirely, Itsuki. Take aS quickly silenced his protests. “Don’t 
time as you need.” coke it. I'm taking a break from work right 
Snuggled in Tokiwa’s arms, Itsuki loo at a hotel near the station until next 


him. Tokiwa would never say this sort of thing ¥ 
hat frive 


, ean drive to the museum and spend the 
thoroughly thinking it over. He just wasn’t 4 
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“You made reservations at a hotel?” 
exclaimed. 

“I had no intention of going home until J 
found you and cleared the air. I’m a stubborn bastard, 
remember?” Tokiwa said. k 

“But don’t you need to go back to your 
workshop?” Itsuki protested. 

“Don’t think you can get rid of me so easily,” 
Tokiwa chuckled. “I’ve spent nine years waiting for you. 
Another 10 days means nothing to me.’ 

Tokiwa almost sounded like he was bragging, 
and Itsuki stared at him. Looking a little embarrassed, 
Tokiwa cuddled Itsuki in his arms and rocked him likea 
baby, Itsuki reached out to stroke Tokiwa’s shoulder, 

Its your choice entirely, Itsuki. Take as much 
time as you need. 

Tokiwa respected Itsuki’s free will, but he 
seemed to be looking forward to the future, which 
pleased Itsuki. 

The year before, Itsuki had spent 10 days locked 
in a “cage” at Tokiwa’s house. At that time, Itsuki h 
been living a doll’s life with Yamabe. 

Now that Itsuki was finally free, : 
seemed like a comfortable cage, one that Itsuki cou 
leave any time he wanted. 

He had one year to give Tokiwa an answer 


Ttsuki 


Tokiwa’s home 
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e last bullet train of the night pulled into 
Hearing the roar of the train from above, 
a breathed a sigh of relief. He was on 
ched the ticket gate at a brisk pace. 

the middle of March, but the evenings 
ty cold. All of the people in the station wore 
kiwa smirked when he noticed his overcoat 
jan all the others. 

area around Tokiwa’s house was a few 
er than the station, due to the high altitude. 
he’d wear a lighter coat, but in his haste he’d 
pmething he usually wore in the garden. 

as Tokiwa was about to light a cigarette, 
ple poured out from behind the gates— 
uurists, housewives back from shopping in 
ly, Tokiwa spotted a familiar figure. 

ki burst into a grin when he saw Tokiwa 
the wall. Before Tokiwa had time to wave, 
d rushed over, carrying a small suitcase. 
hanks for coming to meet me,” Itsuki 


No problem. Were you cold on the train?” 
| jamming both hands into his pockets. 
intense desire to embrace Itsuki, but this 
place, after all. It had been only 10 days 
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“One can see your artistic style in: 
house,” Itsuki observed. 

“What makes you say that?” Tokiwa asked, 

: Itsuki was referring to the planes and angles 
unique to Tokiwa’s sculptures. When Tokiwa worked on 
a piece, he used these lines intentionally to produce an 
effect, Even though the house was not one of Tokiwa’s 
sculptures, Itsuki’s observation was eerily accurate, 

; “It’s hard to explain. The lines between the wall 
and ceiling, the floor,” Itsuki said, looking down the hall 
again. “The shape of the doors, the way the lights are 
connected, everything reminds me of your sculptures, 
Remember that monument you helped build near the 
station?” 

It was something Tokiwa had helped with three 
years ago, at the station half an hour away from his 
house. Itsuki had gone to see it last year. 

“The lines in your house resemble the lines 
in that piece,” Itsuki commented, “but maybe I’m just 
imagining it.” 

“No, you’re quite observant,” Tokiwa said. 4 
was very particular, from materials to blueprints. when! 
remodeled this house.” 

Tokiwa placed his hands on Itsuki’s shoulders 
and steered him into the living room, impre: ed by his 
lover’s remark. +d 

Once Tokiwa had found this property: i 
worked hard to create an environment that felt 8 
to him. He'd stayed close to the architect and buildet® 
making sure the finished product was exactly 38 
planned. Tokiwa wanted the house to have the # 


side this 
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as his art, so he picked out all of the 
ally. 

dless to say, everyone was relieved when the 
finally finished. No one knew that Tokiwa 
such a major role in the process. In fact, his 
ds never even seemed to notice that his house 
cial. Itsuki was the first one. 

working on the monument and the house 
time,” Tokiwa told Itsuki. 

knew it.” Itsuki grinned, shedding his coat 
@ on the sofa. “It turned out great, didn’t it? It 
an, soft lines that are still straight and pure. 
much about architecture, but this house 


a smiled wryly, pouring him a cup of tea. 
hat’s the first time I’ve ever heard that,” 
“People usually say it feels too quiet and 
e because it’s so sparsely furnished.” 
Okiwa hated clutter, and kept the furnishings to 
um. The living room only held a sofa, a coffee 
da television hanging on the wall. His workshop 
only exception—a happy, creative mess. 

‘eally? But I love this house,” Itsuki insisted, 
ea cup with both hands. “It feels so safe 
ays thought it would be a nice place to live, 
: first time | visited.” 

lokiwa sat down next to him, “Even when I kept 
inst your will?” 
‘Well, that’s a separate issue altogether. Uh, 

...” Itsuki mumbled, struggling for words. 
kiwa took the teacup from Itsuki’s hands, 
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then moved in for a kiss. Once Tokiwa tou 
Itsuki was unable to resist. Tokiwa pushed hin 
sofa and kissed him again. 

No matter how much Tokiwa touc! ir 
Ttsuki always wanted more. Though | ‘ea a ted 
passive at first, now the atmosphere was different. ited 
could look straight into Tokiwa’s eyes, hold Tokiwa 
close with his own hands. ‘ 

“What do you want for dinner?” Tokiwa asked 
after a long kiss. Itsuki looked down with embarrassment. 
Tokiwa kissed his nose and repeated his question 

“I, uh, had something before I came here,” Itsuki 
admitted. “I didn’t want to waste our time together.” 

“Really? So you don’t need anything?” Tokiwa 


iched him, 
m onto the 


asked. 

“Yes,” Itsuki assured him. 

Tokiwa peered into his bashful face. 

When they met at the station, Tokiwa had 
desperately wanted to touch Itsuki. Back at the house. 
he had tried to restrain himself, but Itsuki’s confession 
made Tokiwa lose all reason. 

Tokiwa was madly in love with the man before 
his eyes, and even when they were this close, he still felt 
like he was starving. These feelings were clearly Ww ritten 
all over his face. 

Itsuki cowered a little, fearing Tokiwa’s passion, 
but Tokiwa just licked his neck, making Itsuki squif™-_ 

“Don’t you want to?” Tokiwa whispered in i 
ear, not willing to force him. 

Itsuki was quiet for a while, but soon his fingers 
began to move. He clutched Tokiwa’s shirt and pr 
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st Tokiwa’s shoulder. 

iwa felt relieved, but still felt something 

g. He brought his lips to Itsuki’s earlobe 
g his thighs with strong hands. Then he 

a request in Itsuki’s ear. 

knew Itsuki could be easily overwhelmed 

ings, due to his lack of experience. So Tokiwa 

d still, waiting for Itsuki’s reply. Itsuki seemed a 
fildered, but there was a look in his eyes, like he 

ided something. 

i’s kisses were gentle, but surprisingly 

. They pulled apart for a moment to breathe, 

ki pulled Tokiwa back again. Tokiwa heard a 

d escape from Itsuki’s throat. 

e little moans aroused Tokiwa even more. 

ped his fingers under Itsuki’s thin sweater and 

d his skin. Itsuki shuddered in surprise. 

Their body temperatures were so different. 

in was usually warm, while Tokiwa often felt 

ki shivered a little every time Tokiwa touched 


As Tokiwa kissed Itsuki again, their tongues 
| together. After a long, satisfying kiss, Tokiwa 
‘on his ear. Itsuki’s hips squirmed as Tokiwa 
his earlobe with a hot tongue. 
“Abhh...Ohbhh...Tokiwa!” 

Tokiwa felt his body temperature rise at the 
ag note in Itsuki’s voice. He grabbed Itsuki’s chin 
bled on the soft lips. Itsuki’s moans grew even 
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They hungrily wrapped their arms aro 

: , around 
other. Holding his lover’s body tightly against his pe 
Tokiwa knew they would stay like this for the rest of the 


night. 


Wallflower, 
ot That had been Tokiwa’s first impression of 

Nine years ago, Tokiwa was apprenticing at 
Yamabe’s workshop when he promised to help a friend 
with his flea market stall. Tokiwa owed this friend a 
favor, and also thought it could be a fun way to pass the 
time. While setting up the stall, Tokiwa was surprised to 
see one of his own wooden carvings. 

“Don’t you remember? I borrowed it from youa 
while back,” his friend told him. 

“Oh, yeah,” Tokiwa murmured. “That’s right.” 

: His friend had visited right after he finished the 
piece. Woodworking was Tokiwa’s hobby. and he had 
carved the totem pole just for fun. 

“Would you mind lending it to me? I want 0 
decorate my table at the flea market,” his friend had 
asked, promising not to sell it. 

Tokiwa agreed, but quickly forgot about it. A 
sign on the totem pole read “not for sale,” but Tokiwa 
doubted if anyone would buy this amateur effort. The 
sign actually made him feel self-conscious. so he TIPPS 
it off, attaching a label that said “totem pole” nt 
place. He was really sick of people asking “what is 
thing?” 
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“Excuse me,” a voice timidly asked while 
ied the stall. 

*d like to buy this. How much is it?” 

Tokiwa saw a boy, who looked around high 

age, staring at the totem pole with intensity. 

dn’t believe a kid like that would even be 

in the piece, so he quoted a ridiculously high 


The boy handed Tokiwa the exact amount he’d 
Tokiwa was flabbergasted, but couldn’t bring 
to refuse. He handed the boy the sculpture 
bothering to wrap it. 

The boy had looked so serious before, but 
he grinned. His abrupt transformation made 
feel strangely attracted to him. Tokiwa would 
the totem pole for free if he’d known he'd 
Teaction. 

“Would you mind if I painted it?” the boy 


Tokiwa replied that he could do what he pleased, 
boy said he wouldn't feel comfortable doing 
without the creator’s permission. 

Interesting, Tokiwa thought. After chatting for 
nutes, Tokiwa watched the boy walk away, 

his purchase. 

Tokiwa forgot about the incident until a few 
; when his friend asked him to mind his stall 
spotted the boy a few minutes after his friend 
boy remembered him, too, and came over to say 
Tokiwa asked if he’d painted the totem pole 
€ boy nodded with a happy smile. 
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“What color?” 

Tokiwa was just being polite, but the boy took 
his question seriously. An hour later, he retumed to 
Tokiwa with a sketchbook. 

Tokiwa opened the sketchbook warily, and then 
blinked in surprise. The wooden carving was drawn 
with fine detail, brought to life with colored pencils. He 
couldn’t tear his eyes away from the vibrant colors, bold 
and vibrant, yet not avant-garde. 

Tokiwa was rarely so moved by works of art. 
When he looked at the boy’s picture it was as if a switch 
had clicked on in his brain. His interest in the boy 
suddenly increased. 

When Tokiwa said he wanted to buy the picture, 
the boy became flustered and refused. Tokiwa asked for 
his contact information and insisted they meet again. He 
was already becoming enamored with the boy named 
Itsuki. 

Once he got to know him better, Tokiwa no longer 
saw Itsuki as a wallflower, though Itsuki would never 
really be the assertive type. Actually, Itsuki’s persomality 
was a lot like his paintings, which fit in anywhere. He 
had an easy familiarity with any environment. Itsuki’s 
name meant “tree,” and like the stately trees in the P@® 
or a decorative tree in a hotel lobby, he could blend in 
perfectly with his surroundings. + had 

Ever since they first became friends. ia 
felt natural and right for Tokiwa to have Itsuki by 
side. When Tokiwa was stressed out from W orking 0 
project, he usually avoided other people. But !*s 
the one exception. 
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hen something trivial made Tokiwa mad, he 
look at Itsuki to feel better. Just as a snowflake 
palm of your hand, all that remained was a 
feeling. Itsuki’s presence allowed Tokiwa to 
compose his thoughts. Tokiwa felt a sense of 
al security with Itsuki that he had never felt with 
| family. It didn’t take long for him to realize that 
interested in Itsuki romantically. 

fokiwa didn’t feel surprised to be sexually 
d in another man. He'd never really been 
in girls, not even in high school. In college, 
a boyfriend near his own age. 
Tokiwa decided to pursue Itsuki then and there. 
iwa soon discovered, Itsuki seemed indifferent 
completely inexperienced. 
Tokiwa knew that some people disapproved of 
il preference. This was the first time he’d ever 
meone who wasn’t gay. Just how should he 
? Keep quiet and hope for the best, or confess 

g? In the end, Tokiwa chose the second 


i had been stunned by the confession, but 
n no hint of anger or disgust. Tokiwa slowly 
waters, showing Itsuki a little more physical 
. Itsuki seemed comfortable with that, so 
ided to take things to the next level. 

ddenly, their relationship ended. Tokiwa did 
to track Itsuki down. He heard about Itsuki’s 
al problems, his sick mother, and that he'd 
ly disappeared from his home. Unfortunately for 
‘the trail of clues ended there. 
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The next time they met, Itsuki had become 
Yamabe’s assistant, Tokiwa heard, however, that Ttsuki 
was Yamabe’s lover. This was so out of character with 
the Itsuki he had known, Tokiwa wondered if jt was 
some kind of cruel joke. 

Something had changed in Itsuki too. The eyes 
that had once smiled at Tokiwa were now as emotionless 
as a robot. Tokiwa saw a hollow shell, devoid of all 
Vitality. 

No matter how many times Tokiwa chased after 
him, Itsuki would quickly flee. When Tokiwa realized 
the old Itsuki was dead, he felt an overwhelming sense 
of hopelessness. 

Tokiwa believed that Itsuki had chosen Yamabe 
instead of him, and couldn’t stand to see them together. 
He never really cared for Yamabe, but liked his art and 
respected him as a teacher. Yamabe didn’t usually bother 
much with his apprentices, but for some reason he really 
liked Tokiwa, who quickly became his favorite. 

But after seeing what Itsuki had become, 
Tokiwa disliked Yamabe even more. When Itsuki told 
Tokiwa he’d given up painting, he'd looked like @ 
colorless doll. 

Itsuki endured the catty gossip and nevet left 
Yamabe’s side. Tokiwa hated the way Yamabe showed 
him off, like a trinket in a jewelry store. 

Soon, Tokiwa’s emotions started to flare be 
The anger he felt towards Yamabe was quickly direct 
towards Itsuki. Tokiwa decided to quit speaking to Bis 
altogether. td 

But despite all of this, Tokiwa still couldn't bane 
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‘to trash Itsuki’s drawing of the totem pole. After 
ht his house, he hung the picture in his studio. 
grew tired of looking at those soft colors. He 
‘ised to still be so captivated by them. 
‘k then, Tokiwa could never have imagined 
would one day become a couple. 
Now Tokiwa tenderly tucked a pillow under 
ing head. It had been one whole year 
a cut Itsuki’s hair. Itsuki had kept it short 
. As Tokiwa felt its silky texture, the painful 
of the past weighed heavily on him. 
le continued to stroke Itsuki’s face, leaning 
to kiss his brow. Once he started touching 
‘soft skin, he never wanted to stop. He kissed a 
wn Itsuki’s nose, pressed his lips against Itsuki’s 


Itsuki appeared to be exhausted, with no sign of 
up. He was wearing Tokiwa’s pajamas, but they 
pping off his narrow shoulders. 

Too lazy to find his own pajamas in his bag, 
lad borrowed Tokiwa’s instead. Tokiwa wanted to 
that night, but he never pushed Itsuki further 
iki was willing to go. They spent a long time 
g on the sofa before retiring to the bedroom. 
fokiwa quietly slid into bed and gently embraced 
suki remained asleep, but he seemed to snuggle 
© Tokiwa. As he watched his lover sleep, Tokiwa 
bered something from a few weeks ago, while 
re driving in the country. 

“Anywhere special you’d like to go?” Tokiwa 
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“T want to pay my respects at Yamabe’s grave,” 
Itsuki admitted in a faltering voice. Hay ing fled so 
abruptly after the funeral, Itsuki had never found out 
where Yamabe was buried, and was too embarrassed to 
ask Kasaoka. 

Tokiwa felt secretly annoyed, but didn’t let it 
show on his face. As he drove toward the cemetery, 
he decided to ask Itsuki about something he'd been 
wondering about. 

Tokiwa wanted to know why Itsuki had 
remained at Yamabe’s, even after his mother died and his 
sister got married. Yamabe had planned to let Itsuki go 
after his mother’s funeral, but an apprentice told Tokiwa 
that Itsuki had decided to stay. 

Tokiwa knew that Itsuki had some feelings 
for Yamabe, judging from the way he acted during the 
funeral. At one time, Tokiwa had assumed those feelings 
were romantic love. There was certainly an intimacy 
between Itsuki and the famous sensei. . 

Itsuki didn’t answer right away. He waited until 
they were walking away from the grave, hand in hand, 
then he spoke abruptly, like he was talking to himself. 

“J felt so alone in the world,” he said. 

Those seven words weighed heavily of 
Tokiwa’s heart. 

“Yamabe was all alone, too,” 
“No one was really close to him. The women he 
with had never given him any children. I didn’t want 
to spend his last years in isolation.” had @ 

Itsuki paused for a moment. His eyes 
faraway look as he continued. 


 Ttsuki said quietly: 
d slept 
him 
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“I thought about how lonely I’d be in his situation, 
© knows how Yamabe really felt. I guess I did it 
satisfy myself. He let me stay until the end.” 
‘So Itsuki had felt sorry for Yamabe and grieved 
he old man died, while Yamabe’s staff kept 
g about them, even during the funeral. 
How pathetic, Tokiwa thought. He had no idea 
ily alone Itsuki felt back then. 
At first, Itsuki had no intention of contacting 
after Yamabe died. He was even estranged from 
t, who was his only blood relation. Kasaoka was 
y person who knew where he was. Good thing, or 
i would never have tracked Itsuki down. 
Holding his lover closely, Tokiwa looked at the 
hanging on the wall. 
Tt was Itsuki’s winning watercolor, the catalyst 
d brought them together again. Tokiwa’s familiar 
‘clutching the totem pole had been painted with 
care. When Tokiwa said he wanted the painting, 
icted just as flustered as he was nine years ago. 
“T havent painted for a while. I need to re-do 
protested, 
Tn the end, Tokiwa took it away from him. 
When he saw the painting on television, Tokiwa 
ly knew that Itsuki was the artist. Now Tokiwa 
fhis heart was being squeezed tight in the palm 
land. He had the exact same feeling nine years 
r seeing Itsuki’s original picture. Tokiwa was 
chanted by Itsuki’s bold use of color, and wanted 
ys keep the picture close at hand. 

“Mmm...” 
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Tokiwa felt Itsuki stir. Itsuki opened his eyes 
and rested his head against Tokiwa’s shoulder, his eyes 
dreamy and unfocused. Tokiwa stroked his hair and 
softly kissed his cheek. 

“Go back to sleep,” he whispered. Itsuki sighed 
and closed his eyes again. Tokiwa smiled, watching him 
drift back to sleep. 

“Are you lonely still?” he asked softly. 

But Itsuki didn’t answer. He just snuggled 
against Tokiwa’s chest and then was still. [tsuki finally 
felt safe with Tokiwa, which brought Tokiwa a sense of 
real peace. 

His harsh words and actions of the previous year 
had truly hurt Itsuki. All the more reason for Tokiwa to 
treat him with care from now on. He could not undo the 
past, but they were moving toward a better future for 
both of them. 

Tokiwa hoped the man in his arms would always 
be smiling like this. He didn’t want to give him a reason 
to feel lonely ever again. 


Afterword 


Thank you for reading my book. 

T’ve had to pack up everything in my workroom 
[my desk and my computer in preparation for 
eling, so it’s pretty lonely in here! 

I went a little crazy figuring out the plot for this 
['d think I was finished with a section, but then I'd 
‘something that needed to be changed. Anyway, 
my drift! 

I came up with the title “Gentle Cage” early on. 


dn’t think of a better name in the process of writing 


so I decided to stick with it. As the title would 
the characters live in a fairly insular world. 
is a lot of “one-on-one time” between Tokiwa and 
ause of it. I’m not sure how the book wound 
so long. I guess I lose track of the pages when 
riting! I would love to know what you all think 


Td like to use this space to thank the people 
ive helped me along the way. First of all, thanks 
Who stayed by my side through it all. I'd also like 
k my supervising editor for all of her assistance. 
(0 Sasaki has my gratitude for taking time out from 
$y schedule to do the beautiful illustrations for the 
think the cover art and frontispiece capture the 
here of the story very well. I’m looking forward 


biz) 


to seeing the finished book. 
Thank you once again for rez ading my 
hope you enjoyed it! 


book. | 


